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Abstract
This study explores the history of tattoos in the United States along with the role and
VLJQLILFDQFHRIWDWWRRVWRGD\7KHVWXG\·VSULPDU\UHVHDUFKTXHVWLRQVHHNVWRGLVFRYHU
ZKHWKHUWDWWRRVDQFKRUDQLQGLYLGXDO·VSHUVRQDOQDUUDWLYHDQGKHOSWRVROLGLI\DQ
LQGLYLGXDO·VVHQVHRIVHOI7KHVWXG\Fonsiders both modernist and postmodernist concepts
of identity, but ultimately supports a perspective which argues that identity is the result of an
LQGLYLGXDO·VDELOLW\WRNHHSDFRQVLVWHQWQDUUDWLYHJRLQJRYHUWLPH7KLVH[SORUDWRU\VWXG\
uses a qualitatLYHDSSURDFKWRGLVFHUQWKHPHDQLQJVEHKLQGLQGLYLGXDOV·WDWWRRVWKURXJKWKHLU
own words and conceptions. Eight individuals ranging in age, race and gender were
interviewed in order to collect data for the study. The findings suggest that individuals
frame the importance of their tattoos in a variety of ways from tattoos that commemorate
aspects of one's past to tattoos that are highly symbolic of an individual's sense of self.

Keywords: Tattoo, Identity, Self as Narrative, Postmodern, Technology
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Introduction
There is an on-going debate over the existence of what is generally called identity. As
this study will discuss, the concept of identity has been approached from both modernist
and postmodernist perspectives and range from modernist notions that claim there is a core
self - a doer behind deeds or actions ² (Mead, 1913; Giddens, 1991; Zalewski, 2000) to the
postmodernist conception of the self as purely a social construction of various discourses
that define identity - where the doer is defined by his or her deeds (Butler, 1998; Gergen,
1991).
The question of identity and my own personal experiences with tattoos served as the
inspiration to study the contemporary roles of tattoos. The primary question I seek to
answer is: Do tattoos serve as DQFKRUVIRULQGLYLGXDOV·GHILQLWLRQRIWKHLURZQLGHQWLW\LQWKH
United States today? I take a modernist approach to the concept of identity based on the
work of Anthony Giddens and argue that the self can be best understood as a narrative.
However, I also consider the postmodern challenge to the construction of identity,
which contends that individuals in postmodern societies are bombarded by social
relationships, which leads to both the saturation of the self and the fracturalization of
relationships. Theorists like Kenneth Gergen (1991) recognize the massive amount of
information and communication technology available in postmodern societies and their
implications for the increasing number of identities individuals now possess. The frequency
and sheer quantity of social relationships and interactions made possible by these new
1

technologies has been argued to make the construction of a committed identity an arduous
DQGFRPSOLFDWHGSURFHVV7KHUHIRUHWKHVWXG\·VVHFRQGDU\UHVHDUFKDLPDGGUHVVHVWKH
question of how individuals define identity in postmodernity and whether individuals are
experiencing multiple identities in their day-to-day lives.
:KLOH,DUJXHWKDWWKHLQGLYLGXDO·VVHQVHRILGHQWLW\LVEHLQJVLJQLILFDQWO\DIIHFWHGE\
contemporary social conditions including mass travel and mass communication, I do not
wholly follow the postmodern view that identity can be deconstructed to the point of nonexistence or simply to performances of social construction. Rather, I, and the participants in
this study, will argue that there does exist core individual identities, which, while difficult to
articulate, are present nonetheless. Here, I adopt a definition of identity, which is, if not
comprehensive, broad enough to encompass time as an unavoidable variable that must be
considered when discussing identity.
My definitions of identity and sense of self are taken from the perspective of authors
such as Anthony Giddens (1991), Lisa Capps and Elinor Ochs (1996), who define the self as
´WKHDELOLW\RIDQLQGLYLGXDOWRPDLQWDLQDQDUUDWLYHRYHUWLPHµ *LGGHQV ,WLVDQ
LQGLYLGXDO·VDELOLW\WRUHPHPEHUWKHSDVWWKDWDOORZVIRUWKHFUHDWLRQRIDFRQVLVWHQW
personal narrative or story in which one plays the main character. Narratives in turn are
defined E\/DZOHUDV´FUHDWHGZLWKLQVSHFLILFVRFLDOKLVWRULFDODQGFXOWXUDOFRQWH[WVZKLFK
contain transformation, some kind of action and characters, all of which are brought
together within an overall plot which then serves as a means of connecting past, present,
IXWXUHVHOIDQGRWKHUVµ /DZOHU 
Participants in this exploratory study were interviewed in depth about their tattoos
2

and meanings of tattoos. The purpose of this study is to better understand how individuals
experience their tattoos anGZKHWKHUWDWWRRVKDYHDVLJQLILFDQWUHODWLRQVKLSWRDQLQGLYLGXDO·V
sense of identity. This is important because this study specifically addresses the concerns
put forth by theorists who see contemporary individuals as struggling with their sense of
identity, in part due to the technologies of post modernity. The major discoveries here can
contribute to new avenues of research, which, in the future, may provide a better
understanding of identity as well as a greater awareness of the adaptability, creativity and
resilience of individuals.
7KHSUHVHQWGLVFXVVLRQEHJLQVZLWKDQH[DPLQDWLRQRIWDWWRRV·RULJLQVUHMHFWLRQDQG
acceptance in the United States from the turn of the twentieth century to the present in order
to show the evolution of tattoos througKRXWWKHFRXQWU\·VKLVWRU\,WWKHQH[SORUHVUHFHQW
tattoo literature and current research. From there I discuss social structural changes since
the Industrial Revolution, which have contributed to increasing individualization and a
fragmentation of self that encourages an atomistic philosophy. The next two sections aim to
lay out the differences between the modern and postmodern view of the self and discuss
IHDWXUHVRISRVWPRGHUQLW\WKDWLQFUHDVHWKH´VDWXUDWLRQRIWKHVHOIµ *HUJHQ 6HFWLRQ
five details the methods of the research. Finally, the closing sections analyze the findings
and limitations of this research, as well as their implications for future research.
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Section 1: The Sociogenesis of Tattoos in the United States
Before turning to present day conceptions of tattoos, I will briefly describe the
changing attitudes surrounding tattoos since the turn of the century in the United States. A
complete history of tattooing is beyond the scope of this discussion. However, authors Jane
Caplan (2000), Michael Atkinson (2003), and Nicholas Thomas ( 2005) have greatly
contributed to a multicultural perspective on tattoos and their meanings dating back as early
as 250 C.E.. For my purposes, the historical significance of tattooing will be limited to its
SUDFWLFHLQWKH8QLWHG6WDWHVEHJLQQLQJZLWKWKHVLGHVKRZ´IUHDNµ
Tattooing in America, after 1900, represented a complex and patronizing form of
ethnocentrism at a time when the United States was rising to the status of a global economic
and politLFDOSRZHU'XQFDQDQG*RGGDUG  H[SODLQWKHFRXQWU\·VFRORQLDOLPSXOVH
´$SSO\LQJ'DUZLQLDQDQGPDQLIHVWGHVWLQ\LGHDVWRQDWLRQV$PHULFDQVYLHZHGWKHPVHOYHV
and their country as a superior race/nation which had the right to expand over lesser
peoplHVQDWLRQVLQWKHVXUYLYDORIWKHILWWHVWµ S $V(XURSHH[SDQGHGKHUFRORQLHVLQ
many parts of the globe, the United States turned its eye both southward and toward the Far
East. Indeed, the Spanish-American War is generally considered to be the watershed in
$PHULFDQKLVWRU\WKDWPDUNHGWKHWUDQVODWLRQRIWKH8QLWHG6WDWHV·JURZLQJLQGXVWULDOPLJKW
into military and political power on a global scale. From the last decade of the 19th century
to the First World War, the United States took possession of Hawaii, the Philippines,
Puerto Rico, Guam, and Samoa. It also established protectorates over Cuba, Panama, and
the Dominican Republic and mounted armed interventions in China, Haiti, and Nicaragua.
The zephyr of jingoistic cultural and racial superiority that swept the U.S. defined the way
4

in which Americans came to view tattoos. With both a sense of entitlement and inherent
superiority, it was in its Far Eastern ventures that Americans encountered Samoan,
Hawaiian, and Polynesian tattooing practices³deeming them primitive and savage.
Through colonial expansion many Pacific Islanders were enslaved and eventually
brought to America as both proof of conquest and for their entertainment value. Introduced
DVHQWHUWDLQPHQWWKHVHWDWWRRHGLQGLYLGXDOVZHUH´XVXally enslaved Samoans, Polynesians
DQG+DZDLLDQVµ $WNLQVRQ 7KRXJK$PHULFDQVDLORUVZHUHDOUHDG\DFFXVWRPHG
to tattoos prior to 1901, most landlocked Americans were only marginally aware of the
SUDFWLFH$FFRUGLQJWR$WNLQVRQ  ´,QWKHILUVW¶IUHDNVKRZ·LQYROYLQJWDWWRRHG
SHRSOHDW%XIIDOR·VZRUOG·VIDLULQWURGXFHGWKHFXOWXUDODVVRFLDWLRQEHWZHHQWDWWRRVDQG
FDUQLYDOVLQ1RUWK$PHULFDµ S 7KHFDUQLYDOIRUWKRVH$PHULFDQVZKRUDUHO\OHIWWKHLU
own town much less the continent, became the means by which they would encounter real
tattooed people.
Because the Polynesians were considered and exhibited as inferior to Westerners,
their cultural practices, including elaborate tattooing, were judged barbaric and crude.
Atkinson (2003 VD\V´6HWXSRQVWDJHVDQGZUDSSHGLQFKDLQVDQGORLQFORWKVWKHVH
LQGLYLGXDOVZHUHH[KLELWHGDV¶VDYDJHV·DQG¶SULPLWLYHV·µDQG´VWRRGDVWKHDQWLWKHVLVRI
PRGHUQLW\µ S 7KXVPRVW$PHULFDQV·LQLWLDOFRQWDFWZLWKWDWWRRVSUHMXGJHGWKHDUWDV
uncivilized, and unsophisticated. This association would persist until World War I.
Though most Americans were marginally aware of tattooing at the turn of the
century, such awareness was more prominent in urban areas. Tattooing had certainly been
practiced in Europe for centuries and many immigrants came to the U.S. with tattoos and a
5

desire for more. In large urban cities like New York, tattooing became a professional
occupation when the first tattoo parlor opened in 1875 (Caplan, 2000: 214). Important to
the progression of tattooing in the United States was the invention of the electric tattoo gun
around 1890. This device made tattooing faster, less painful and associated tattooing with
technological advances. Discouraging the dominant primitive associations, these two
factors, the electric gun and the establishment of professional tattoo parlors, helped to
legitimize tattoos for many Americans.
During World War I, tattoos would have most likely been found on both merchant
sailors and military men (Caplan, 2000; DeMello, 2000; Atkinson, 2003). However, in
civilian America we find that a large, male working class would also begin to utilize the
practice as a display of nationalistic, social or class solidarity. During the war, workingclass, non-enlisted men adopted hyper-patriotic tattoo styles in a spasm of nationalist pride,
which for a time overcame their low class status by eliciting the respect of fellow patriots.
$WNLQVRQ  VD\V´(YHQWKRXJKFRQVHUYDWLYHFRGHVDERXWERGLHVDQGSK\VLFDOGLVSOD\
were firmly embedded in the social fabric, the discredited practice of tattooing was a socially
OHJLWLPDWHZD\RILQGLFDWLQJRQH·VFODVVVWDWXVWRRWKHUVµ S 5HWXUQLQJYHWHUDQVEHDULQJ
tattoos also helped create a small fervor for the art, as they were emblematic of bravery and
heroism.
Though not as commonly as men, women also were getting tattoos at this time. Gus
Wagner, professional tattoo artist and globetrotter, recalled in a journal written in 1905 that
DPRQJWKRXVDQGVRIFOLHQWV´DERXWWKUHHKundred women have been numbered among his
FXVWRPHUVµ :DJQHUTXRWHGLQ&DSODQ 3RSXODUIHPDOHWDWWRRVZHUHGLIIHUHQW
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IURPPHQ·V5DWKHUWKDQSLFWXUHVGDWHVPHPRULDOVDQG¶ORGJHHPEOHPV·:DJQHUUHFDOOV
WKDW´DSRSXODULGHDDPRQJWKHZRPHQZas to have a beauty spot tattooed on the cheek or
FKLQµ :DJQHUTXRWHGLQ&DSODQ 1RWDOOZRPHQSUHIHUUHGWKHVLPSOHDQG
VSDUVHFRVPHWLFDSSOLFDWLRQRISHUPDQHQWLQNEHDXW\PDUNV%\:DJQHU·VZLIH
Maude, had had her entire body covered with tattoos of several oriental, biblical, and
landscape designs.
After the war ended in 1918, America experienced a short-lived but widespread era
of prosperity before the Great Depression of 1929 would mark its end. Duncan and
*RGGDUG·VContemporary America  GHVFULEHVWKHVDVDKHGRQLVWLFDJH´,WZDVDQ
age marked by the pursuit of pleasure, pushed along by the rise of advertising and radio,
stimulated by the writings of Sigmund Freud and F. Scott Fitzgerald, and changed by a
revolution in PDQQHUVDQGPRUDOVPRYLHVDXWRPRELOHVDQGD¶PHJHQHUDWLRQ·WKDWVWUHVVHG
DOLYHIRUWRGD\DWWLWXGHµ S :RPHQLQSDUWLFXODU´WKUHZRIIWKH9LFWRULDQIDVKLRQFXW
their hair short, and reached for rayon stockings, silk panties, makeup, short dresses, a
GDQFHSDUWQHUDQGDFLJDUHWWHµ 'XQFDQDQG*RGGDUG 7KHPRUDOUHYROXWLRQRI
the 1920s may partially account for the greater social acceptance of tattoos among a greater
variety of people, including middle-class teenagers and women.
Despite the moral revolution of the 1920s, there still existed a strong conservative
ideal of female bodies and femininity and most women were unlikely to get large, full-body
tattoos, preferring the cosmetic application of tattoos rather than descriptive or explicitly
self-narrating tattoos. Maude Wagner was able to make her living on the shock value of her
body and provides the exception that not only proved the rule, but also emblemizes the
7

gradual erosion of the rule. Her full-body tattoos set the stage for a niche employment
opportunity for women as carnival entertainers. Decades later full body tattooed females
would continue to shock audiences.
Two women in particular stand out during the late 1920s and early 1930s. Betty
Broadbent and Artoria Gibbons are two of the most photographed tattooed women of the
time. Even more shocking than tattooed men, these women were able to use the curiosity of
a confounded public to provide a steady income and an independent occupation. Betty
%URDGEHQW·VIODUHIRUSHUIRUPance, as well as her renowned tattoos, helped her stay in the
circus business until her retirement in 1967 (Caplan, 2000: 212).
The overarching political attitude toward tattoos remained strongly conservative
throughout the first thirty years of the twentieth century (Duncan and Goddard, 2005: 29).
The normative attitude, held by the middle and upper classes was that tattoos were a
distinctively lower class practice. However, among the young, urban, middle-class the
popularity of tattoos was rising. Caplan·V  UHVHDUFKVKRZVWKDW´)URPWKHIHZ
references in the New York Times in the 1930s, it is clear tattooing was also becoming
popular among teenagers, a fact which angered middle-class parents and prompted the New
York Assembly to pass a law in 1933 mDNLQJLWDPLVGHPHDQRUWRWDWWRRD¶FKLOG·XQGHUWKH
DJHRIVL[WHHQµ S 'XHWRWKHLQFUHDVHLQWKHQXPEHURIHVWDEOLVKPHQWVZKHUHRQH
could acquire tattoos and a rise in public popularity, the first legislation that addressed the
legality of tattoos passed in 1933 in New York State.
Efforts to control tattooing indicate that throughout the first forty years of the
century Americans had gradually been getting used to tattoos. As American, patriotic-style
8

tattoos became more prominent between the 192·VDQG·VWKH¶VDYDJH·DVVRFLDWLRQ
disintegrated and a more generalized acceptance of tattoos emerged among the public.
$FFRUGLQJWR$WNLQVRQ  ´1RUWK$PHULFDQWDWWRRDUWLVWVRIWKLVWLPHZHUHFRQVWUXFWLQJ
their own unique tattooing genres, including the hyper-patriotic style now known as
¶7UDGLWLRQDO·µ S $PHULFDQWDWWRRVZHUHFRPLQJWRFRQVLVWRIDQHZGLVWLQFWLYH
V\PERORJ\PRUHHDVLO\UHFRJQL]DEOHWR:HVWHUQ´DXGLHQFHVµ$PHULFDQIODJVEDOGHDJOHV
hearts, anchors, swallows, pin-up girls, and religious iconography. DeMello (2000) argues
´WDWWRRVZHUHWKHOHDVWVWLJPDWL]HGLQ1RUWK$PHULFDDWWKLVWLPHµEHFDXVH´WKH\HPLWWHG
and embraced a sense of jingoism within America that was regarded as an expression of
SDWULRWLVPµ S $WNLQson agrees that, at this point in time, tattoos in America became
´TXDVL-QRUPDWLYHµ $WNLQVRQ 
However, the 1930s and 1940s saw a population shift away from rural towns toward
urban centers and a corresponding increased tolerance for tattoos. In the 1950s, the U.S.
saw the population swing back both geographically to the farmlands-cum-suburbs and
attitudinally towards physical and moral conformity. Although the agrarian lifestyle had
been lost for good, many Americans saw the suburbs as the best of both worlds. The
introduction of the G.I. Bill helped expand and establish a growing suburban middle class
DQG´DVWKHPLGGOHFODVVH[SDQGHGDQGSURVSHUHGWKH\EHFDPHPRUHKRPRJHQL]HGDQG
VHHPHGWRUHDFKDEDVLFFRQVHQVXVDERXWYDOXHVDQGFXOWXUHµ 'uncan and Goddard, 2005:
 3XEOLVKHGLQ'DYLG5HLVPDQ·VThe Lonely Crowd, described this homogenization
RIFXOWXUH´DVDORVVRILQGLYLGXDOLVPDQGWKHFKDQJHWRDQHZFRQIRUPLW\RIGRLQJZKDW
RWKHUVH[SHFWHGµ S 6XFKFRQIRUPLW\FRXOGQRW and did not generally include
9

indelible self-expression located upon the body itself.
Resistance to tattooing was also institutionally assisted by a strong push toward
Christian moral values during the 1950s. It was in this decade, in 1954, that Congress
DGGHG´XQGHU*RGµWRSOHGJHRIDOOHJLDQFHVRRQWREHIROORZHGE\WKHSULQWLQJRI´,Q*RG
ZH7UXVWµRQDOOFXUUHQF\LQ)RUZRPHQWKLVVRFLDOFOLPDWHRIPRUDO&KULVWLDQ
imperatives soon restricted many of the freedoms gained in the 1920s³ ´&KULVWLanity
GHPDQGHGRUGHUDQGSUHVVXUHGZRPHQWRUHWXUQWRWKHGRPHVWLFVSKHUHWRUDLVH¶GHFHQW·
FKLOGUHQµ 'XQFDQDQG*RGGDUG $VWURQJLQWHUHVWLQ3URWHVWDQW%LEOLFLVP
HQVXUHGWKDW´GHFHQWµFKLOGUHQZRXOGQRWJURZXSDQGJHWWDWWRRHGDVWKLVYLRODted explicit
Old Testament texts and was taboo according to Christian values (Leviticus 19:28).
To summarize, three major factors affected the declining popularity of tattoos in
1950s. First, tattoo artists were primarily located in the cities and the 1950s flight to the
suburbs meant that many Americans were more distant from tattoos and tattoo businesses.
Second, post-World War II society emphasized middle-class conformity and material
comfort - ideals that were further supported by Christian moral values. All of these ideals
conflicted with general impulses toward tattoos and specifically the desire to express oneself
as distinct from others. Third, social scientific discourses of this era contributed to the
labeling of individuals with tattoos as rebels, deviants, and criminals. For example, in a
1959 New York Times Sunday Magazine article, author Gay Talese, cited a previous 1958
VWXG\ZKRVHILQGLQJVVXJJHVWHGWKDW´WKHWDWWRRHGPDQLVPRUHOLNHO\WRKDYHEHHQ
divorced, is more of a rebel, has more trouble with society, and authority and is more likely
WRKDYHEHHQLQMDLOµ 7DOHVHTXRWHGLQ&DSODQ 
10

Such discourses became the popular framework for judging tattoos despite the fact
that the study mentioned above was based on data gathered from a nonrandom,
institutionalized sample and, therefore, produced inconclusive evidence for the claim.
1HYHUWKHOHVVZLWKWKHZRUGRI´VFLHQFHµODEHOLQJDQGPDUJLQDOL]LQJWDWWRRVDVGHYLDQW
popular opinion strongly associated them with a rebellious attitude against the moral norms
RIVRFLHW\,Q$WNLQVRQ·V  ZRUGV´,QWKHLQFUHDVLQJO\VXEXUEDQL]HGIDPLO\-centered
era of the 1950s, tattoos became identified primarily with rebelliousness among adolescents
DQG\RXQJDGXOWVµ S (YHQLQWKHPLOLtary, where tattoos had held a specialized kind of
DFFHSWDQFH´WDWWRRVZHUHORVLQJWKHLUVLJQLILFDQFHDVVWDWXVV\PEROVµ &DSODQ 
3UHGLFWDEO\$PHULFDQ·VGHVLUHVIRUWDWWRRVZDQHGDQGWKHQEHJDQWRJURZDJDLQLQ
the late 1950s early 1960s. Samuel Stewart, one time college professor turned tattoo artist,
GHWDLOVWKH\RXQJ$PHULFDQPDOH·VGHVLUHIRUWDWWRRVGXULQJWKHVDQGVLQKLVERRN
Bad Boys and Tough Tattoos (1990). His thesis is an astute observation based on gendered
changes in tKHZRUNSODFHDIWHU:RUOG:DU,,6WHZDUW  VD\V´6RPHWKLQJZDVVORZO\
going wrong with the young American male. His concept of the Hero had been removed
DQGKHZDVVHDUFKLQJWRILQGLWDJDLQµ S 6WHZDUWDUJXHVWKDWGHVSLWHWKHLQVWLWXWLRQDO
push for conservative values, due to the economic climate women were appropriating what
had been an exclusively male prerogative for middle class men ³work outside of the home.
As women began moving into the workforce some men experienced a loss of male identity.
Tattoos became a way to affect and maintain the image of the male Hero that young
$PHULFDQPHQZHUHZDQWLQJWRILQG6WHZDUW  VD\V´RQWKHEDVLVRIDQREVFXUHIHHOLQJ
about the decline of his role as Hero, a dwindling of his importance, one could erect a
11

QXPEHURIPRWLYHVIRUJHWWLQJWDWWRRHGµ S 
Atkinson attributes the desire for tattoos at this time to a kind of social backlash
DJDLQVWWKHFRQVHUYDWLYHYDOXHVRIWKHV+HVD\V´'HSOR\LQJWKHWDWWRRDVSDUWRI
rejecting class-based social norms, values, and beliefs politically charged North American
counter-cultures engaged in social critique, commentary, and rebellion through their
FRUSRUHDOPDQLSXODWLRQVµ $WNLQVRQ ,WDSSHDUVWKDWPLGGOH-class conservatives
held the same notions of tattoos and saw young peoples' inclination to get tattooed
stemming from a sense of rebellion. Again, legislation stepped in to rein in a rebellious
generation.
0RUHGUDVWLFDOO\WKDQWKHOHJLVODWLRQRIWKHV´FLYLFJURXSVLQDFRPELned effort
with the police, health departments and the courts, moved to make the practice of tattooing
LOOHJDOSURFHHGLQJIURPWKHJHQHUDODVVXPSWLRQWKDWWDWWRRLQJZDVDGHYLDQWDFWLYLW\µ
(Caplan, 2000: 232). Again in New York in 1961, a ban on tattoos made it illegal for anyone
without a medical degree to use tattooing equipment. Eventually tattooing was outlawed in
ten states until these laws were overturned in 1969. Yet, the ban did not do much to stem
WKHWLGHRI\RXQJVWHUV·GHVLUHIRUDQGDFTXLVLWLRn of tattoos. Despite its prohibition, tattooing
continued in the United States throughout the sixties.
The 1960s are usually considered the era during which Americans became politicized
in large numbers. More accurately it was a time during which American college students
became political. Tattoo designs were changing in response to the radicalized climate as
more and more young people decided to get tattooed in a new symbolic idiom. Caplan
 VD\V´,QDFXULRXVUHYHUVDORIPLOLWDU\DVVRFLDWLRQVRIWattooing, as public opinion
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and growing counterculture sentiment increasingly opposed the war in Vietnam, so tattoo
GHVLJQVUHIOHFWHGWKLVFKDQJHµ S 7DWWRRVHPHUJHGDVDYHKLFOHIRUFRQWURYHUVLDO
SROLWLFDODQGVRFLDOVWDWHPHQWV´3HDFHVLJQVPDULjuana leaves, mushrooms, swastikas,
motorcycle emblems, and other counter-cultural symbols gained fairly widespread
SRSXODULW\µ &DSODQ 'XQFDQDQG*RGGDUG  FODLPWKDWWKH\KDGEHFRPHD
popular method of expressing a social and political sWDQGSRLQWDV´WKHQDWLRQGLYLGHG
VKDUSO\DPRQJJHQHUDWLRQDOSKLORVRSKLFDOJHQGHUDQGUDFLDOOLQHVµ S DQGZHUHDZD\
WRVKRZRWKHUVRQH·VRZQSROLWLFDOSRLQWRIYLHZDVZHOODVDZD\RIORFDWLQJRQHVHOIYLVLEO\
in the changing dynamics of American society. Slowly tattoos were becoming increasingly
indicative of personal beliefs and values, an inscription of the self. By the next decade
reflections of individuality would come to be expected in tattoos.
David Frum, author of How We Got Here: The Seventies  ZULWHVWKDW´)URPWKH
·VRQ$PHULFDQVZRXOGOLYHIRUWKHPVHOYHVµ S $IWHUWKHUHMHFWLRQRIV
conservative, middle-FODVV&KULVWLDQYDOXHVDQGWKHEDFNODVKRIWKH·VZKDWHPHUJHGLQ
the 1970s was a new emphasis on the imporWDQFHRIWKHLQGLYLGXDO5REHUW5LQJHU·VLooking
Out For Number One, a best seller in 1977, describes the mood of the decade when it urges its
UHDGHUVWR´)RUJHWIRXQGDWLRQOHVVWUDGLWLRQVIRUJHWWKHPRUDOVWDQGDUGVRWKHUVPD\KDYH
tried to cram down your throat, forget the beliefs people may have tried to intimidate you
LQWRDFFHSWLQJDVULJKWµ S ,QLWVRSHQLQJVHQWHQFHLooking Out for Number One called for
Americans to take hold of their independence, explore new ideas, and stop using the past as
an example of how to be now. Central to this new lifestyle was doing what was right for
you. It is during this decade that the U.S. sees the manifestation of a philosophy that
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encourages not just self-reliance, but utter individuality.
Increasingly tattoRVEHFDPHSHUVRQDOH[SUHVVLRQVRIRQH·VLGHQWLW\LQVFULEHGLQGHOLEO\
upon the body, and it is worth looking at how the body itself was coming to be viewed. The
FRQIOLFWVVXUURXQGLQJLGHQWLW\DQGWKHFXOWXUDOLPSHUDWLYHWRORFDWHRQH·VLGHQWLW\OHGVRFLHW\
LQWRQHZZD\VRIWKLQNLQJDERXWWKHERG\$WNLQVRQ  VD\V´5HFRJQL]LQJWKHERG\DV
a key text of cultural exposition, those ultimately committed to challenging dominant social
codes found in the body a highly political means of expressing and recreatLQJLGHQWLW\µ S
42).
Atkinson (2003) explains how the social push for individuality changed what people
ZDQWHGLQDQGIURPWDWWRRV´1HLWKHULGHQWLI\LQJZLWKQRUXQGHUVWDQGLQJWKHGRPLQDQW
American tattoo styles practiced for over a century, during the 1970s, the new middle class
clients began demanding something more personal, less offensive, and customization of the
WDWWRRµ S 'XHWRWKHFKDQJHLQFOLHQWHOHWKHWDWWRRLQGXVWU\FKDQJHGLQUHVSRQVHWR
WKLVQHZGHPDQGDQGVRRQEHJDQ´WUHDWLQJWKHbody less and less as a canvas to be filled
ZLWKWDWWRRVDQGPRUHDVDQLQWHJUDOSDUWRIWKHVHOIµDQG´UHGHILQHGPDQ\RIWKHROG
LGHRORJLHVKHOGVWURQJO\LQWKHWUDGHµ $WNLQVRQ 
:RPHQ·VLQFUHDVLQJGHVLUHIRUWDWWRRVDOVRKDGVLJQLILFDQWHIIHcts on the tattoo
industry³SULPDULO\WDWWRRV·DVVRFLDWLRQZLWKPDVFXOLQLW\$WNLQVRQ  UHPDUNV´$V
women demanded more feminine imagery, more personalized work, sensitive treatment in
the shop, and a higher quality of work, their participation in tattooing transformed the
VWUXFWXUHDQGLGHRORJLHVXQGHUO\LQJWKHSUDFWLFHµ S 5DGLFDOIHPLQLVWVLQWKHVZHUH
JHQHUDOO\FULWLFDORIERG\PRGLILFDWLRQVDQGWKH\DUJXHGWKDW´PRGLILFDWLRQRIWKHIHPDOH
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ERG\LVOLQNHGWRLWVYLFWLPL]DWLRQµ 3LWWV2003: 52). However, many females with tattoos
DUJXHGWKHH[DFWRSSRVLWH%\JHWWLQJWDWWRRHGPDQ\ZRPHQLQWHUYLHZHGLQ3LWW·VERRN
claimed that they were able to take control over their bodies and reclaim their own
identities. Not surprisingly, between 1970 and 1980 one the most popular places for a
woman to get tattooed was on her breast (Mifflin, 1997:56).
Unlike their earlier female counterparts, whose tattoo preference was generally
cosmetic, (e.g. beauty marks tattooed on the chin or cheek) women in the 1960s and 1970s
HPEUDFHGWKLVQHZPRUHIOH[LEOHFRQFHSWLRQRIWKHERG\DQGWKDWLQFUHDVHGZRPHQ·VGHVLUH
for more symbolic tattoos. Victoria Pitts says that it is during this time that women begin
using body modification practices, including tattooing, in an effort to reclaim and redefine
the female body. Pitts (2003) further suggests that in late modernity the conception of the
KXPDQERG\XQGHUZHQWDSURIRXQGFKDQJHZKLFKSUHVHQWHGWKHERG\DV´DSODVWLF
malleable space for the creation and establiVKPHQWRIRQH·VLGHQWLW\µ S 7KHHPHUJHQFH
RIWKHERG\·VUHODWLRQVKLSWRLGHQWLW\LVDQLPSRUWDQWSRLQWZKLFK,H[SORUHIXUWKHULQ
Section Four.
The process of increased globalization in the 1980s and 1990s introduced a new kind
RI¶LQWHUQDWLRQDO·chic. After a hundred years, tattoos in the U.S. had come full circle back to
WKHLU¶SULPLWLYH·URRWV'XULQJWKLVWLPH$PHULFDQWDWWRRLQJFDPHXQGHUWKHLQIOXHQFHRILWV
foreign predecessors including Pacific styles that a century before had transformed regular
KXPDQVLQWRH[RWLF¶IUHDNV·$WNLQVRQ  ZULWHVWKDW´WKLVWUHQGZDVSDUWLFXODUO\
appealing to the new middle-class clients who did not wish to adorn themselves with images
DQGV\PEROVFRPPRQLQ1RUWK$PHULFDQWDWWRRLQJKLVWRU\µ S 7KXVWattooing saw the
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UHWXUQRIWKH¶WULEDO·VW\OH7KLVVW\OHZDVUHPLQLVFHQWRIWUDGLWLRQDO0DRULDQG6DPRDQ
designs that utilized swirls, spikes, flowing linear designs, and celestial imagery.
Some people who chose tattoos in this style would soon adopt tKHWHUP´1HR3ULPLWLYHVµWRLGHQWLI\WKHPVHOYHVZLWKDQDQWL-modern, anti-FDSLWDOLVWSKLORVRSK\´*URXSV
such as the Neo-Primitives have promoted an interpretation that encourages us to look back
at the most primal and primitive uses of tattooing as symbolic acts of cultural cohesion and
JURXSLGHQWLW\µ $WNLQVRQ ,I$WNLQVRQLVULJKWWKRXJKKXQGUHGVRI\HDUV
removed in time from their artistic sources, American Neo-primitives were attempting to
adopt or reflect sympathy for ancient cultures by way of body modification in lieu of U.S.
capitalist culture, which they criticized. Furthermore it should be noted that the political
self-LGHQWLW\RIPXFKRIWKH·VERG\DUWZKLFKKDGEHHQGHVLJQHGWRVHSDUDWHWKH
individual from a moribund or dissatisfying community, was giving way to a more
sophisticated tribalist semiotics in which one identified with the values of the dead or distant
SDVWPRUHWKDQWKHLPPHGLDWHYDOXHVRIRQH·VRZQFXOWXUH0XFKRIWKHUHDVRQLQJJLYHQ
behind Neo-Primitives desire for tribal tattoos is similar to Maori cultural understanding of
WDWWRRLQJ$V$WNLQVRQ  ZULWHV´,QUHSUHVHQWLQJWKHIRFDOFRQFHUQVRI1HR-Primitives
tattoos are used to signify a personal rite of passage, a marking of personal deference, an
ability to endure pain, a challenge to conventional Christian notions of beauty and
VH[XDOLW\DQGDQH[SORUDWLRQRIDOWHUQDWLYHVSLULWXDOLW\µ S 
Between the late 1960 and early 1970s, tattoos have been shown to be increasingly
representative of individXDO·VVHQVHRIVHOI&DSODQ  UHIHUVWRDPRUHJHQHUDOL]HGUROHRI
WDWWRRVZKHQVKHDUJXHV´7DWWRRVFRQWLQXHWRDFWDV¶ULWHVRISDVVDJH·DVZHOODVVWUDLJKW16

forward badges of identity for bikers, sailors, prisoners, or gang members. But what
certainly is central to a lot of contemporary tattoo and piercing talk is the idea of
individuation, as a declaration of me-QHVVµ S What in earlier generations was valued,
such as following the normative cultural expectations as a guideline for identity, is now
ORRNHGDWDVDEHWUD\DORIWKHVHOI,QRWKHUZRUGVWKHVHOIWKDWLVYDOXHGPRUHLQWRGD\·V
society is one that appears infinitely unique, free of cultural expectations, and independent.
In light of this self-constituted-self some tattoos have been shown to serve as anchors for
identity in world of rapidly dissolving traditions in which the new and fresh is preferred over
the old and tested.
Within these conditions the body is not only freed from its normalizing limitations,
but, like identity, is viewed as an object that can and should be constructed. For some
scholars, like Giddens in particular, in high modernity or postmodernity the body cannot be
VHSDUDWHGIURPLGHQWLW\-DQH&DSODQ  DJUHHV´%RG\-work, whether normalizing,
transgressive or pathological, resting upon the deployment of sophisticated technologies or
upon physical effort and willpower, all seem to share is a kind of corporeal absolutism: that
it is through the body and in the body that personal identity is to be forged and selfhood
VXVWDLQHGµ S 
In light of the historical social changes surrounding tattoos seen throughout the United
6WDWHV-RKQVRQ  SRVLWVWKDWWRGD\´,QWKLVIDVW-paced, technological society where
everybody is becoming a number, being tattooed is a way of remaining a person, something
capable of feeling and expression. It is possibly another coping mechanism that helps an
LQGLYLGXDOJHWDORQJLQWKHZRUOGDVLWLVWRGD\µ S  Several authors express a concern
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with conditions of contemporary life. Such conditions are often cited as a causal factor for
LQGLYLGXDO·VGHVLUHIRUWDWWRRV 6KLOOLQJ9HOOLTXHWWH-RKQVRQ Here the
XQLTXHRZQHUVKLSRIRQH·VRZQVNLQPXVWQRWEHRYHUORRNHG,QZKDWLVRIWHQODEHOHGDVD
´WKURZ-awa\µFXOWXUHRQHWKLQJWKDWFDQQRWEHFDUHOHVVO\GLVFDUGHGLVWKHERG\,QDVRFLHW\
of competing and conflicting social discourses and norms, one thing that individuals can be
reasonably certain of is the reality of their bodies and their control over those bodies. In this
VHQVHLWVHHPVKLJKO\UDWLRQDOWRLQVFULEHRQH·VQDUUDWLYHRQWKHRQHWKLQJZHFDQEHVXUHLV
real and the one thing that we will keep for our entire lives.
Velliquette DQG0XUUD\·Vrecent study has argued for the significance of tatWRRV·UROH
DVDQFKRUVIRUSHUVRQDOLGHQWLW\0XUUD\VD\V´:HFRQWLQXHWREHVWUXFNE\UDSLGDQG
unpredictable change. The result is a loss of personal anchors needed for identity. We found
that tatWRRVSURYLGHWKLVDQFKRUµ Velliquette, 2004: 3). From the responses of the seven
volunteers of their study, the emerging significance of their tattoos manifested itself in
narrative terms. Tattoos as a method of story-telling or story-creating harkens back to the
problem of how individuals create a sense of self in the midst of the decay of traditional
sources of identification. Velliquette concludes that one way is to permanently write down
RQH·VRZQVWRULHVRQRQH VERG\
Both Atkinson and Pitts situate contemporary tattooing in the breakdown of culture as
an external guide to self-description within the contemporary U.S. Atkinson (2003) suggests,
´3HUKDSVDVDIXQFWLRQRIWKHFXUUHQWHUDRIFXOWXUDOXQFHUWDLQW\DQGGRXEWEURXJKWRQE\
globalization processes, political correctness, ethnic pluralism, and the breakdown of
dominant cultural social-classification systems (race, class, gender), people are turning to
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WDWWRRLQJDVSDUWRIDFROOHFWLYHTXHVWIRUVRPHWKLQJXQLTXHO\ 1RUWK $PHULFDQµ S ,Q
this view, tattoos become a way to reconstitute what is perceived of as a failure of culture;
and, in so doing, they rewrite culture around the self with unique symbology, ritual,
language and meaning.
$WNLQVRQ  VD\V´,QPDQ\ZD\VE\SXUVLQJWDWWRRLQJERG\SURMHFWVLQGLYLGXDOV
may be actively and purpoVHIXOO\VKRSSLQJIRUFXOWXUHWKURXJKWKHLUFRUSRUHDODOWHUDWLRQVµ
S 6RWRSHUPDQHQWO\LQVFULEHRQH·VV\PEROLFYHUVLRQRIFXOWXUHLVWRDOVRLQVFULEH
RQH·VV\PEROLFYHUVLRQRIWKHVHOI·VLGHQWLW\WKHFRGHVRIFXOWXUHEHFRPHIUDJPHQWVZKLFK
an individual may draw from to piece together a culture of one, a culture of the self, that is
distinct from and yet interwoven with the larger culture whose symbology he/she has coopted. One may think of this as a theory of tattooing as cultural memory, a redemption of
cultural disintegration.
3LWWV  RQWKHRWKHUKDQGWDNHVDQRSWLPLVWLFSRLQWRIYLHZ´7KHSRVWPRGHUQ
conditions of social life, which include insecurity about the truth of human subjectivity, the
erosion of tradition, nostalgia, and an expanding array of cultural possibilities with which to
LGHQWLI\FUHDWHRSSRUWXQLWLHVIRUQHZIRUPVRIERG\ZRUNµ S ,Q3LWWV·YLHZLGHQWLW\LV
IUHHGIURPWKHW\UDQQ\RIWKHSDVWDQGRQH·VFXOWXUH-of-origin. Bodywork then becomes a
way to create cuOWXUH,QHLWKHUFDVH3LWWVDQG$WNLQVRQDUJXHWKDWDQLQGLYLGXDO·VGHVLUHIRU
control stems from a lack of shared culture. Contemporary response to these social
conditions is to either find culture through the past or create culture in the present.
OtheUVKDYHSURSRVHGWKDWWDWWRRV·SRSXODULW\WRGD\VWHPVQRWIURPLQGLYLGXDOV·
search for culture or attempts to anchor the self, but simply because they are trendy. A 1990
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survey conducted by the University of Connecticut discovered that nearly 30% of the United
States population was tattooed (Kosut, 2006: 21). To explain this unprecedented increase in
size in the tattooed population, Mary Kosut makes a connection between the growing
prevalence of tattoos in suburban America and its current wide-ranging presence in the
media. Many public figures such as professional athletes, television personalities, fashion
models, movie stars, and musicians can be found with highly visible tattoos, which are most
often accepted and frequently emulated by their fans. Thus, as individuals witness tattooing
in the media so do they internalize a general acceptance of the practice. In this sense, getting
tattooed could appear to be an act of conforming rather than an act of individuation.
.RVXW  DOVRDUJXHVWKDW´The community of new tattooed transcends age,
class, and ethnic boundaries, and includes a heterogeneous population of teenagers and
young adults, women, African Americans, Latin Americans, urbanites, suburbanites, whitecollar professionals, and the college-eGXFDWHGµ S 7KLVLVHYLGHQFHIRUDPDUNHG
difference between prior class-based, tattooed populations and a general increase in
acceptance of tattoos. It is important to note that the very lack of a single population that
has tattoos provides insight to the general ubiquity of the practice.
Due to its ubiquity it is fair to say that tattoos have become a trend in the United
States. However, unlike other commodities that reach faddish heights the tattoo remains
something that can be absolutely one of a kind. )RUVRPHWRGD\·VWDWWRRVDUHVHHQDVDQ
H[WHQVLRQRIWKHVHOIZKLFKLQWRGD\·VVRFLHW\LVHQFRXUDJHGWREHXWWHUO\XQLTXH%HFDXVHRI
WKLVDUWLVWVDQGFOLHQWVRIWHQFROODERUDWHRQGHVLJQVDWWHPSWLQJWRHQVXUHWKHWDWWRR·V
individuality. Several studies of tattoos and their meanings have discovered that, despite a
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general pervasiveness of tattoos, individuals imbue their tattoos with a variety of meanings
OLPLWHGRQO\E\RQH·VLPDJLQDWLRQ
Today we see that tattoos are representative of myriad ideas including important
people, events, life philosophies, and memorials. Because these were also common themes
WKURXJKRXWWDWWRR·VKLVWRU\,GRQRWLQWHQGWRDUJXHWKDWWRGD\·VWDWWRRVDUHPRUH
PHDQLQJIXOWKDQ\HVWHUGD\·V7KHUHLVDEVROXWHO\QRHYLGHQFe for that, nor do I have any
reason to assume that people today feel more strongly about their tattoos than people in the
past. What we do see alongside the evolution of tattoos is that social values in the U.S. have
changed over time, which have significantly affected the way individuals construct a sense
of self.
In the next section I explore how atomism or an increased emphasis on the
individual over the group has taken root in the social imagination of the United States.
Along with social structural changes born out the Industrial Revolution, the adoption of
such a philosophy has, over time, undermined the value of tradition. I consider the work of
Erik Erickson and Richard Sennett who both present tradition and custom as necessary to
the ontological security of individuals. Because traditions and customs serve as anchors for a
secure sense of self and place, today many theorists argue that individuals in contemporary
society are struggling with the security of self due to the declining significance of traditions.
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Section 2: The Erosion of Tradition and the Rise of the Individual in
Modernity
The purpose of the discussion here is to describe how the contemporary concept of
identity has changed with the rise of modernity or industrial societies. The decline of
tradition has meant that identity construction in the modern world became a far more
individualistic and deliberate process. Indeed, it is a common belief in industrial societies
that one should WDNHFRQWURORIRQH·VOLIHOLIHVW\OH, and identity. This rise of the individual is
concurrent with the decline of both tradition and the belief that external forces, such as
gods, spirits, and fate strongly determines the lives of individuals (Weber, 1904). In short,
modern, industrial societies reject the concept of unalterable fates. Instead, such societies
tend to highly value rational thought, freedom and choice to the extent that life becomes a
series of unending options³LQFOXGLQJRQH·VLGHQWLW\
Several of the major features that characterize the rise of modernity, include the
Industrial Revolution, urbanization, the rise of a highly specialized division of labor, and
the rationalization of social institutions and worldviews. All of these factors contributed to
the decline of traditional societies and the rise of modern societies. Indeed, the term
´PRGHUQL]DWLRQµLVGHILQHGH[SUHVVO\E\WKHSURFHVVHVRIVRFLDOHFRQRPLFSROLWLFDODQG
cultural social change begun by industrialization (Macionis, 2009: 492). The Industrial
Revolution set off a chain reaction - what began as an economic revolution quickly spread
to redefine the social world as many of our most famous classical sociologists discussed.
Emile Durkheim (1893), for example, highlighted a complex and highly specialized division
of labor as the mark of modernization and a process that divided not only labor, but people.
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By contrast a traditional society is one in which most members all do similar kinds of work,
therefore maintain similar kinds of lifestyles and shared values, norms and concerns.
Ferdinand Tonnies distinguishes the traditional society from the modern using the
terms Gemeinschaft and Gesellschaft where the former translates as traditional and latter as
modern. While Tonnies (1965) is often criticized for over-romanticizing the strength of
interpersonal bonds in a Gemeinshchaft society, he argues that Gesellschaft societies are
WKRVHLQZKLFKLQGLYLGXDOVDUH´HVVHQWLDOO\VHSDUDWHGLQVSLWHRIXQLWLQJIRUFHVµ S 
7RQQLHVVDZWKDW´WKH,QGXVWULDO5HYROXWLRQZeakened the social fabric of family and
WUDGLWLRQE\LQWURGXFLQJDEXVLQHVVOLNHHPSKDVLVRQIDFWVHIILFLHQF\DQGPRQH\µ 7RQQLHV
quoted in Macionis, 2009: 493). The consequence of such structural changes was that,
´(XURSHDQDQG1RUWK$PHULFDQVRFLHWLHVJradually became rootless and impersonal as
people came to associate with one another mostly on the basis of self-LQWHUHVWµ 7RQQLHV
quoted in Macionis, 2009: 493). For Tonnies, the lack of strong interpersonal bonds
amongst individuals of a society marks a Gesellschaft society.
Though all the structural factors mentioned above have contributed to the rise of
atomism, I believe we can look to a particularly self-defeating ideological tenet of modernity
that discredits the value of tradition by idealizing the value of the individual. Much of the
8QLWHG6WDWHV·SURJUHVVDQGSURVSHULW\LQFOXGLQJPLOLWDU\YLFWRULHVWKHVWUHQJWKRILWV
democracy and economic stability is attributed to the self-determination of the individual.
The man who can pull himself up by the bootstraps has become a western credo, an
aspiration and ideal for all young men (and, more recently, women) in this country. In
:HVWHUQVRFLHW\*HUJHQ  VD\V´,WLVWKHJRRGSHUVRQZKRPDNHVKLVRZQGHFLVLRQ
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UHVLVWVJURXSSUHVVXUHDQG¶GRHV LWKLVZD\· S 7KHVRFLDOFRQVWUXFWLRQRIZKDWDJRRG
person is and does has strongly affected the way we judge the value of both community and
communal traditions. In this way, the very individualism of the American imagination
contains within it the seeds of a violent paradox: to be the individual, one must reject the
traditions that define the individual.
This credo of individualism or atomism fundamentally proposes that people think of
themselves as isolated from others. Because the opposite oI¶GRLQJLW\RXUZD\·LV
compromising among several different ways, the myth of the individual also highly
discourages cooperation. Cooperation and sharing of resources are foundations of
community and community is also the basis for traditions, at least those traditions that
create a shared sense of place, history, and identity. .HOOQHU  VD\V´,GHQWLW\XVHGWREH
a function of predefined social roles and a traditional system of myths which provided
RULHQWDWLRQDQGUHOLJLRXVVDQFWLRQVWRRQH·VSODFHin the world, while rigorously
FLUFXPVFULELQJWKHUHDOPRIWKRXJKWDQGEHKDYLRUµ S +LVWRULFDOO\ULWHVDQGULWXDOV
KDYHDFWHGDVVRFLDOUHLQIRUFHPHQWRILQGLYLGXDOV·VHQVHRIVHOIZKLFKDUJXDEO\DOVRVHUYHG
to provide a more stable sense of self. 0DFLRQLV  DUJXHVWKDW¶WKHWUDGLWLRQDOZRUOG
gave each person a well-defined place that, although limited in range of choice, offered a
VWURQJVHQVHRILGHQWLW\EHORQJLQJDQGSXUSRVHµ S 
,QDEDVLFVHQVH´invented traditions generally attempt to establish continuity with a
VXLWDEOHKLVWRULFSDVWDVDUHVSRQVHWRDQRYHOVLWXDWLRQµ 0F&XOORFKDQG0F&DLG
238). Much like the individual narrative provides continuity for the self, traditions and
customs provide a continuous and reliable sense of the world for the members that
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participate in them and those who are peripherally aware of them. Giddens (1991) argues in
DVLPLODUYHLQVD\LQJ´,QSUH-modern contexts, tradition has a key role in articulating action
and ontological frameworks; tradition offers an organizing medium of social life specifically
JHDUHGWRRQWRORJLFDOSUHFHSWVµ S 
,Q(ULN(ULFNVRQ·VChildhood and Society was published. In his work, Erickson
observed a distinct difference between his patients and the patients of earlier psychoanalysis,
ZKLFKUHYHDOVLQGLYLGXDOV·UHDFWLRQWRPRGHUQL]DWLRQDQGDV\VWHPRIHURGLQJWUDGLWLRQ
(ULFNVRQ·VZRUNSURYLGHVDQH[FHOOHQWH[DPSOHRIKRZRQWRORJLFDOSUHFHSWVVKDSHRXU
identities by specifically highlighting the struggle of individuals who, while rejecting
WUDGLWLRQDOQRUPVVLPXOWDQHRXVO\H[SHULHQFHDODFNRIRQWRORJLFDOVHFXULW\+HZULWHV´WKH
patient of today suffers most under the problem of what he should believe in and who he
should³or indeed might³be or become; while the patient of early psychoanalysis suffered
most under inhibitions which prevented him from being what and who he thought he knew
KHZDVµ (ULFNVRQ ,QDVRFLHW\ZKHUHWUDGLWLRQDOQRUPVDQGYDOXHVDUHXSKHOG
its members are expected to adhere to such traditions. With such expectations individuals
may feel a personal conflict or strain against the overwhelming tide of social norms.
+RZHYHUZLWKRXWWKRVHWUDGLWLRQV(ULFNVRQ·VZRUNIRXQGWKDWLQGLYLGXDOVFRQWLQXHWR
struggle with their own sense of ontological security by working to define the self without
any guidelines.
This line of argument does not intend to surmise that traditions are absent from
contemporary society, far from it. However, consider that along with Christmas, we are
encouraged to appreciate Kwanza, Hanukah, and Ramadan. The difference is not that we
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do not participate in traditions anymore, but that we are exposed to so many traditions and
traditional values that the saliency of a single custom is too far weakened to serve as a basis
for identity. Holidays serve as a good example of the cultural pluralism and miasma many
contemporary individuals experience.
Indeed, as I shall highlight in a later section of this thesis, the new social era, which
some writers refer to as postmodernity or high modernity, results in even more
fragmentation of the self. Scholars of postmodernity (whether they be modernists or
SRVWPRGHUQLVWV DUJXHWKDWWRGD\·VLQGLYLGXDOVDUHVWUXJJOLQJWRFUHDWHDFRKHVLYHVHQVHRI
self out of nothing or rather out of the shreds of cultural life that have revealed themselves to
be insubstantial. Sennett (1992) explains how the process of highly reflexive selfLGHQWLILFDWLRQKDVEHFRPHSUREOHPDWLFGXHWRWKHFROODSVHRIWUDGLWLRQ´7KHDEVHQFHRI
traditional influences forces people to mold their self identity out of their personal
experience or to turn to other cultural information sources (e.g., the mass media) for
guidance. There is no tested basis of experience against which to assess the value of the
UHVXOWµ S 7KHFRQVHTXHQFHRIOLPLWHGYDOXHSODFHGRQWUDGLWLRQDOPHWKRGVRIVHOIidentification results in what Sennett (1992) calls a terrible burden for those in this
SRVWPRGHUQDJHZKRVH´PHPEHUVPXVWILQGDPHDQLQJIXOOLIHDQGFUDIWDPHDQLQJful self,
ZLWKRXWWKHEHQHILWRIWUDGLWLRQµ S 
The discussion now turns to an exploration of the ramifications of the modernist and
postmodernist approaches to the concept self. I first explore the modernist approach that
argues for a doer behind the deed. Though the modernists and postmodernists share
concerns about structural and social changes of postmodernity or high modernity and their
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effect on the contemporary construction of individual identities, the two perspectives
fundamentally differ in their approach to identity and the notion of a core self. Though I
ascribe to the modernist view of the self, I include a discussion of the postmodern view,
because theorists, like Kenneth Gergen, highlight the significance of technologies produced
in the last thirty to forty years and describe how these technologies, which he sees as
technologies of social saturation, considerably affect
the process of identity construction.
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Section 3: The Modernist View of the Self
The modernist view of the self maintains that there is a core self and that this self is,
´IRUPHGWKURXJKWKHLQWHUDFWLRQDQGLQWHUVHFWLRQRILQQHU WKHFRUH DQGRXWHU VRFLHW\ 
ZRUOGVµ =DOHZVNL 7KLVPRGHUQLVWYLHZRIWKHVHOIKDVEHHQPHWDSKRULFDOO\
described as an apple in that it contains a definite core. In contrast, as I will discuss later, the
postmodern view of the self metaphorically resembles an onion, where each layer is the
manifestation of social discourse. Modernist thinkers certainly acknowledge the underlying
power of social discourses. Indeed from a feminist perspective gender itself is such a
discourse. However, for the modernist, despite whether women choose to perform gender
DFFRUGLQJWRWKHGRPLQDQWVRFLDOGLVFRXUVHWKHUHVWLOOH[LVWVDµGRHUEHKLQGWKHGHHGµ
(Zalewski, 2000: 41). This perspective recognizes the reflexive consciousness of humans,
which is able to conceive of the self from an outside view.
*HRUJH+HUEHUW0HDG·VWKHRU\ZDVRQHRIWKHHDUOLHVWWRDUWLFXODWHWKHVHOIFRQFHSWDV
emerging from a subject/object dialectical process. He differentiated between these two
DVSHFWVRIKXPDQFRQVFLRXVQHVVDVWKH´,µDQGWKH´0HµThe "I" is the person as actor,
DFWLQJLQWKHZRUOGZKLOHWKH´PHµLVWKHLQGLYLGXDOUHIOHFWLQJEDFNRQKLPVHOIRr herself as
imagined through the eyes of others. For Mead (1913), the self "arises in social
experience," and can be thought of as "an object to itself," and possesses a "social structure"
(p. 375). This suggests that individuals can reflexively conceive of their own being and
objectively construct identities by selectively appropriating the attitudes of the generalized
other.
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Time and Memory
Individuals' ability to remember past events, both as discrete individuals and in social
relationships that stabilize and interact with their individual memories is implicit in the
FUHDWLRQRIWKH´,µDQGWKH´0Hµ(]]\  H[SODLQVKRZWKHDELOLW\WRUHPHPEHULV
integral to the formation of a self ²FRQFHSW´7KHLGHDRI¶WDNLQJWKHUROHRIWKHRWKHU·LVD
devHORSPHQWRI0HDG·VDQDO\VLVRIWKHSURFHVVRIWKHFRQVWUXFWLRQRISDVWVDQGIXWXUHV
WKURXJKDQWLFLSDWLQJDQGUHPHPEHULQJRQH·VRZQUHVSRQVHVDQGWUHDWLQJWKHVHDVREMHFWVµ
S ,QRWKHUZRUGVDQLQGLYLGXDO·VVHQVHRIVHOIGHYHORSVQRWMXVWRYHUWLPH, but also
EHFDXVHRIWLPH7LPHDOVRLOOXPLQDWHVKRZDQLQGLYLGXDO·VVHQVHRIVHOIFKDQJHVWKURXJKRXW
a lifetime through the act of reflecting upon past events, behaviors, and decisions. Ezzy
 VD\V´7KHPHDQLQJVRISDVWDQGDQWLFLSDWHGHYHQWVFKDQJe as a consequence of the
reframing effects of role-WDNLQJGXULQJWKHSDVVDJHRILQWHUDFWLRQµ S 
Some scholars offer a distinction between selfhood and identity that illustrates a
distinction about how humans experience time both chronologically and
SKHQRPHQRORJLFDOO\3XWWLQJLWVLPSO\´LGHQWLW\µLVFRH[WHQVLYHZLWKWKHUHFROOHFWLRQRIWKH
self, a memory of how one has chronologically existed in linear fashion up to and including
WKHSUHVHQWPRPHQWZKLOH´VHOIKRRGµLVRQH·VHQJDJHPHQWZLWKZKDWRQHPLJKWFDOORQH·V
RZQVWRU\7KDWLV´VHOIKRRGµLVWKHLPDJLQDWLYHVQDSVKRWRIRQH·VWRWDOOLIHZLWKLQWLPH
Atkins (2008) argues that because psychologically life is experienced as a direct result of
RQH·VERGLO\H[LVWHQFH´selfhood is inherently temporal, and identity is inherently
KLVWRULFDOµ S &KURQRORJLFDOWLPHLVSHUFHLYHGDVDOLQHDUFRQVWDQW,WLVDOVRKRZZH
conceive of cause and effect relationships. However, phenomenological time is what allows
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humans to remember past events, recaOOWKHPLQSUHVHQWVLWXDWLRQVDQGLPDJLQHRQH·VVHOILQ
future situations. With these two dimensions of temporal experience humans are able to
interweave both concepts of time into a cohesive story of oneself, which includes projections
of the self in the IXWXUH)RU$WNLQVLGHQWLW\LVURRWHGLQDQLQGLYLGXDO·VSDVWH[SHULHQFHVEXW
no less important to identity is the setting in which the past experiences occur. Therefore,
Atkins (2008) sees how chronological and phenomenological dimensions work together to,
´IRUPWKHWHPSRUDOPDWUL[LQZKLFKSUDFWLFDOLGHQWLW\LVFRQVWLWXWHGDQGUHFRQVWLWXWHGµ S
70).
About the importance of memory in the construction of identity, Clark (2004) says,
´Personal identity is established largely by history, by the persistence within an individual of
DVHWRIH[SHULHQFHVDQGOHDUQHGZD\VRIUHDFWLQJ7RORVHRQH·VPHPRU\LVQRW
HPDQFLSDWLRQEXWDPHQWDOGLVRUGHUIRUZLWKRXWPHPRU\ZHFDQQRWIXQFWLRQDVRXUVHOYHVµ
(p. 13). This is so, he argues, EHFDXVH´WKHSDVWLVQRWVRPe remote and abstract catalogue of
QDPHVDQGGDWHVEXWWKHYHU\IDEULFRIWKHLQGLYLGXDOLGHQWLW\«PHQ>VLF@DUHPDGHXSRI
SDVWH[SHULHQFHVµ &ODUN )RU&ODUNPHPRU\LVZKDWPDNHVLGHQWLW\FRQVWUXFWLRQ
possible insofar as memories allow for a cohesive construction of a personal narrative. The
collection of memories allows for the creation of personal narratives, which not only
GHVFULEHRQH·VSDVWEXWDOVRVHWWKHVWDJHIRUHQYLVLRQLQJRQH·VIXWXUH

Self as a Narrative
Giddens (1991) estabOLVKHVLGHQWLW\DVDUHIOH[LYHSURFHVV´WKHLGHQWLW\RIWKHVHOILQ
FRQWUDVWWRWKHVHOIDVDJHQHULFSKHQRPHQRQSUHVXPHVUHIOH[LYHDZDUHQHVVµ S +HUH
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*LGGHQV·XVHRIWKHZRUG´UHIOH[LYHµLPSOLHVWKDWWKHVHOILVDEOHWRFRQFHLYHRIDQREMHFWLYH
other as well as observe oneself from an objective perspective. Thus, like Mead, Giddens
presumes that the individual is capable both of seeing himself or herself as an object separate
from other objects in the world and of analyzing the self as an object from an outside point
of view. His argument establishes identity as a fundamental process understood throughout
KXPDQFXOWXUHV+HDUJXHVWKDW´SHUVRQKRRGLVWKHFDSDELOLW\WRXVH¶,·LQVKLIWLQJFRQWH[WV
characteristic of every known culture, it is the most elemental feature of reflexive
FRQFHSWLRQVRISHUVRQKRRGµ *LGGHQV 
What is important to grasp is that the process of objective observation of the self does
not cease, which is to say that the self is not a static goal that can be attained and set.
Individuals participate in this reflexive process throughout their lifetime. A consequence of
this is that ELRJUDSKLHVPXVWEHDEOHWREHPDLQWDLQHGRYHUWLPH7KLVPHDQVWKDWWKH\´PXVW
continually integrate events which occur in the external world, and sort them in to the
RQJRLQJ¶VWRU\·DERXWWKHVHOIµ *LGGHQV *LGGHQV  H[SODLQVZKDWKHVHHVDV
LPSRUWDQWWRWKHVWDELOLW\RILGHQWLWLHV´DSHUVRQZLWKDUHDVRQDEO\VWDEOHVHQVHRIVHOIidentity has a feeling of biographical contLQXLW\ZKLFKVKHLVDEOHWRJUDVSUHIOH[LYHO\µ S
54). :KHQZHFRQVLGHU*LGGHQV·DVVXPSWLRQWKDWWKHVHOILVFRQVWDQWO\SDUWLFLSDWLQJLQD
reflexive process while negotiating present situations, we must then consider how it is
possible for individuals to know themselves and furthermore communicate their identity to
others.
Ultimately this thesis will approach the research question from a perspective that
argues for the self as a continual construction of a personal narrative. In this section, I have
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discussed how reflexivity, personal history or biography and individual memory are
HVVHQWLDOFRPSRQHQWVRIDQLQGLYLGXDO·VXQGHUVWDQGLQJRIVHOI,GHQWLW\WKDWH[LVWVDVD
QDUUDWLYHSUDFWLFDOO\PHDQV´WKDWWKHRQO\ZD\WRH[SODLQZKRZHDUHLVWRWHOORXURZQ
story, to select key events which characterize us and organize them according to the formal
SULQFLSOHVRIQDUUDWLYHµ &XUULH 
2FKVDQG&DSSV·  SURYLGHDQXQGHUVWDQGLQJRIWKHVHOIDV´XQGHUVWRRGWREHDQ
unfolding reflective awareness of being-in-the-ZRUOGLQFOXGLQJDVHQVHRIRQH·VSDVWDQG
IXWXUHµ S 6FKRODUVDJUHHWKDWQDUUDWLYHLVDIXQGDPHQWDOZD\LQZKLFKKXPDQEHLQJV
make sense of the world. By invoking the narrative individuals are able to grasp past events
and past behaviors and incorporate these memories into the thinking, feeling, and acting
SHUVRQKHRUVKHLVWRGD\&DUU  QRWHV´ZHPD\WKLQNRIDXWRELRJUDSKLFDOUHIOHFWLRQDV
being conducted in the present and being directed entirely toward the past. More often,
however, it is concerned with the past in order to render it coherent with or comprehensible
LQWHUPVRIDSUHVHQWDQGDIXWXUHµ S 
The self as narrative recognizes that individuals struggle to create a whole sense of
identity through the integration of several selves that may be separated by time, contrasting
YDOXHVRUFRPSHWLQJIDFHWVRIWKHLQGLYLGXDO·VSHUVRQDOLW\,GHQWLW\scholars emphasize that
selves are not necessarily the same across time and place nor do they necessarily cohere.
Therefore, narrative theory asserts that individuals exist in a tension between selves across
time, conflicting values, differing moods, and in different settings.
Individuals show a desire to behave differently at different stages in their lives, in
essence to rewrite the self. Whether values change or experience grows, it is common for
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individuals to experience a certain sense of dissonance between selves over time. Ochs and
&DSSV  DUJXHWKDWQDUUDWLYHDVVLPLODWHVWKHVHGLVFRUGDQWVHOYHV´1DUUDWLYHLVERrn out
of such tension in that narrative actively seeks to bridge a self that felt and acted in the past,
a self that feels and acts in the present, and an anticipated or hypothetical self that is
projected to feel and act in some, as yet, unrealized momenWµ S  Atkins (2008) concurs
LQWKDWQDUUDWLYHVIXQFWLRQWRQRUPDOL]HHYHQWVLQRQH·VSDVWWRFUHDWHDZKROHEHLQJRU
LGHQWLW\´&RQWLQXLW\LQRQH·VLGHQWLW\LVDVHOI-constitutive process of self-constancy³
backward and forward-looking processes through which I integrate my past, present, and
anticipated future into a chronological order, from my first-person perspective, in such a
ZD\WKDWWKRVHDVSHFWVDUHLQWHOOLJLEOHWRDQQRUPDWLYHIRUPHµ S-70).
It is in this sense that we explain our selves through the activity of narrating. For Ochs
and Capps, as well as for Atkins and Giddens, this activity of narrating is the creation of
identity. When this fluidity of the self-narration produces anxiety of any sort, one might
tentatively suggest, a person makes a motion towards permanently inscribing the selfnarrative through any number of means: marriage, purchase and ownership, enactment of
laws, artistic endeavor, and possibly the permanent tattooing of the body. The keynote in
this argument is that, in the process of defining the present self, a simultaneous and
necessary act of storytelling takes place. We will see this in Section Five, as several of the
participants engage in narratives to explain how they define identity.
The self as narrative perspective assumes a core sense of self³a personality that can be
relied upon to think and behave according to prior experiences and in a reasonably
predictable manner. However, humans also have a tendency to act out of character, change
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our minds and opinions drastically and rapidly. Indeed many have experienced days where
ZH´MXVWGRQ·WIHHOOLNHRXUVHOYHVµ+RZDUHZHWRH[SODLQWKLV"2FKVDQG&DSSV  
DFNQRZOHGJHWKHLQVWDELOLW\RIVHOYHVDQGVD\´:HXVHQDUUDWLYHDVDWRROIRUSURELQJDQG
forging FRQQHFWLRQVEHWZHHQRXUXQVWDEOHVLWXDWHGVHOYHVµ S 
For Giddens (1991) this instability of behaviors, feelings, opinions, and desires does
not affect our sense of identity. This is because he argues ´DSHUVRQ·VLGHQWLW\LVQRWWREH
found in behavior, nor ² important though it is ² the reactions of others, but in the capacity
WRNHHSDSDUWLFXODUQDUUDWLYHJRLQJµ S ,QWKLVYLHZLGHQWLW\LVERWKDVHWDQGDIOXLG
thing. It is definable in the present, but continuously evolves as individuals accrue
experience day after day.
*LGGHQV·YLHZRIWKHVHOILVQRWHQWLUHO\RSWLPLVWLF+LVFRQFHUQRYHUWKH
fragmentation of the self is similar in some ways to postmodern concerns. However, the two
perspectives fundamentally differ in how they view the H[LVWHQFHRIWKHVHOI,Q*LGGHQV·
view, the contemporary individual LVVHHQDV´GLVVROYHGRUGLVPHPEHUHGE\WKH
IUDJPHQWLQJRIH[SHULHQFHµ /HPHUW 7KH´IUDJPHQWLQJRIH[SHULHQFHµUHIHUVWR
the varying social roles in which an individual must engage as well as the influence of
thoughts and opinions of those varied others with which one interacts on a daily basis.
)XUWKHULQWKHGLVFXVVLRQZHZLOOVHHWKDW*LGGHQV·IUDJPHQWHGVHOILVVLPLODUWR*HUJHQ·V
saturated self. Both theorists point to how the increase in the volume and frequency of social
relationships make a committed identity more difficult in postmodernity or high modernity.
Though Giddens expresses this concern over fragmentation, he does not follow the more
extreme position of the postmodern view, which argues that identity can be deconstructed
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into no more than a manifestation of complex social discourses.
However fragmented individuals are, Giddens (1991) argues that self-identity,
´HPHUJHVDIWHUEDVLFWUXVWIRUPVWKHRULJLQDO nexus from which a combined emotivecognitive orientation towards other and the object-ZRUOGµ S ,QRWKHUZRUGV*LGGHQV
reclaims the idea of a core self through the trusting relationship that confers upon the
participants a true self. The basic trust between an infant and his caretaker marks the
emergence of a social identity as one separate from another. For Giddens, identity is already
formed (but not set) before we as individuals are aware of the greater society.
To summarize, the modernist approach to identity establishes the view that
individuals possess a core sense of self - DGRHUEHKLQGWKHGHHG*HRUJH+HUEHUW0HDG·V
approach to the self assumed the emergence of a dual consciousness in which the individual
is both subjectively and objectively conscious of his or her self. In others words, the
individual is aware of how he or she sees himself or herself as an object through interactions
with others. Better stated, the individual has a perception of how the greater society views
him or herself, and shapes or influences that view through his or her future social
interactions as a subject.
Further, I have suggested that time and memory are critical to the creation of personal
narratives and that individuals primarily rely upon biographical history and memory as
sources for the construction of personal narratives. Over time, past experiences are reframed
according to new experiences and information³all of which coalesce to become
biographical narratives. The reframing of the past through narratives helps to bridge the
WHPSRUDOH[LVWHQFHRIWKHVHOIE\SURGXFLQJDFRQVLVWHQWLGHQWLW\YDOLGDWHGWKRXJKRQH·V
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ability to remember the past and to integrate memories into dialogues that explain oneself in
the present.
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Section 4: The Postmodern View of the Self
As noted above, the postmodern self is metaphorically described as an onion. The
basic difference as to whether the self is similar to an apple or an onion is the existence or
lack thereof, of a core self. From the postmodern point of view there is no doer behind the
deed (Butler, 1998: 181). Identity is essentially deconstructed down to a collection of social
discourses and scripts. Hence, the expression of identity is simply repeated performances of
those social discourses. Postmodernism emphasizes that identity is primarily a function of
cumulative socio-cultural influences, a proposition that is open to strong critiques but which
raises important questions concerning the construction of stable identities under the
conditions of postmodernity or high modernity.
,UHWXUQWR=DOHZVNL·VDQDORJ\XVLQJDSSOHVDQGRQLRQV7KHSRVWPRGHUQSHUVSHFWLYH
VHHVWKHVHOIDVDQRQLRQZKLFKDIWHUSHHOLQJEDFNDOOWKHOD\HUVUHYHDOVQRFRUH7KHRQLRQ·V
layers are a complex matrix of language, social discourses, and norms. These discourses, in
turn, provide individuals with a sense of identity. Postmodern theory recognizes that
individuals assume or think they have a core sense of self. However, they see this as a false
assumption. Judith BuWOHU·V  SRVWPRGHUQLVWTXHHUWKHRU\DUJXHVWKDWWKHUHLVQRFRUH
self, identity, or subject that acts to express itself, rather performances or actions create the
interior self (p. 272).
Gender or the social discourses concerning gender provide a good example of the
power of discourses. Consider that every child born across the world, often times before the
birth, each child is situated within several categories³gender being one of the most basic.
Individuals are either designated as boys or girls and once one category is applied, the other
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seems almost impossible to attain. The postmodern view acknowledges the power of such
discourses, however they will argue that there is no apriori female subject contained within
female bodies. Rather, it is the power of discourses (usually scientific discourses) that
GHVLJQDWHZKDWFULWHULDGHWHUPLQHD´IHPDOHERG\µDQGWKLVGHVLJQDWLRQLQWXUQGHWHUPLQHV
how the individual is socialized within the greater society. It is the designation of the female
body along wiWKWKHSHUIRUPDQFHRIIHPLQLQLW\WKDWJLYHVWKHLQGLYLGXDOWKHQRWLRQWKDW´,
DPIHPDOHµ)RUWKHSRVWPRGHUQLVW´,DPIHPDOHµLVDPLV-statement. Rather, female bodies
are the effect of performing and doing gender. Underneath the performances there is
noWKLQJZHDUHDEOHWRSRLQWWRZKLFKZRXOGVLJQLI\¶IHPDOH·
Rather than accept the normative discourses that create identities, postmodernist
thinkers want to challenge such discourses and deconstruct the layers of identity in order to
reveal the power of hegemonic ideas. Hence, supporters of these post-perspectives find
freedom in the deconstruction of identity into non-identity by resisting the very categories
that define individuals. Moreover, they see this resistance as not simply negative or
destructive, but creative and liberating in that resistance offers individuals new dynamics
with which to define the self (Butler, 1992: 273).
7KHQH[WVHFWLRQDGGUHVVHVWKLVODFNRIVRFLDODXWKRULW\E\H[DPLQLQJ*HUJHQ·V  
WKHRU\RIWKH¶VDWXUDWHGVHOI·+Hproposes that the new electronic technologies of mass
communication tend to populate individuals with fragments of others including their
FXOWXUDOQRUPVFXVWRPVDQGEHOLHIV7KHVH¶VRFLDOJKRVWV·DUJXDEO\DUHUHVSRQVLEOHIRU
undermining the overall stabLOLW\DQGDXWKHQWLFLW\RILQGLYLGXDOV·VHQVHRIVHOIDVZHOODV
affecting the kinds of relationships in which contemporary individuals engage.
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The Saturated Self in Postmodernity
7KHWHUP´SRVWPRGHUQLW\µLVDFRQWURYHUVLDOWHUPWKDWKDVJHQHUDWHGKHDWHG debates
over whether the seismic transformations in social conditions over the last few decades are
substantial enough to speak of a qualitatively new social era. Theorists who agree with this
DVVHVVPHQWXVHWKHWHUPV´SRVWLQGXVWULDOVRFLHWLHVµRU´SRVWPRGHUQLW\µWRUHIHUWRWKLV
qualitatively new era (Featherstone, 1991; Smart, 1993). Those who disagree with this
assessment argue that we are simply witnessing the unfolding or unraveling of a later state
RIPRGHUQLW\WKDWWKH\WHUP´UDGLFDOL]HGPRGHUQLW\µ´KLJKPRGHUQLW\µ´IDVWFDSLWDOLVPµRU
´IOH[LEOHFDSLWDOLVPµ *LGGHQV$JJHU+DUYH\ %HFDXVHWKLVSDUWLFXODU
debate is less relevant to the concerns of this thesis, I will sidestep this controversy and
simply examine some of the dramatic changes in social life that are most relevant to the
issues of self and identity.
In particular, below I explore how the rise of new electronic technologies have
significantly increased the frequency and volume of social relationships that characterize life
in postmodernity. In turn, I discuss how the accumulation of what Kenneth Gergen calls
´VRFLDOJKRVWVµDQGKRZWKHLQIOX[RILQIRUPDWLRQDQGWHFKQRORJLFDOO\-mediated social
relationships contribute to the saturation of the self.
With increased mass communication, globalized economies, and rapid international
travel the possibility of multiple interactions with individuals from diverse of cultures (all
embedded with their own truths about the external world) increases dramatically. In this
convHUJHQFHDQGFODVKDPRQJGLYHUVHSHRSOHVFXOWXUHVDQGOLIHVW\OHVRQH·VRZQFXOWXUH
and lifestyle is seen as merely one of many different ways of being. Gergen (1991) argues,
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´DVQHZDQGGLVSDUDWHYRLFHVDUHDGGHGWRRQH·VEHLQJFRPPLWWHGLGHQWLW\EHFRPes an
LQFUHDVLQJO\DUGXRXVDFKLHYHPHQWµ S ,QGHHG*HUJHQDVZHOODVRWKHUWKHRULVWVRI
3RVWPRGHUQLW\VHHVWKLVDVDSURFHVVRIXQGHUPLQLQJWKHVWDELOLW\RIRQH·VSHUVRQDO
perspective, which in turn has the effect of undermining belief in the validity of the self.
Gergen further explains how maintaining a sense of self is problematic in
contemporary society by examining how new technologies have utterly transformed the
social fabric of the U.S. While he cites various inventions of the modern, industrial world
that had direct effects on the ways in which individuals interact and communicate with one
another, such as the railroad, the public postal service, the automobile, the telephone, radio
broadcasting and film/television, he cites the new electronic, micro-chip and satellite
communications as propelling societies into postmodernity. While other theorists have
discussed how these new electronic technologies have virtually annihilated the previous
boundaries of time and space (Harvey, 1989), for Gergen (1991) the postmodern era is
SULPDULO\RQHLQZKLFK´DQDUUD\RIWHFKQRORJLFDOLQQRYDWLRQVKDVOHGWRDQHQRUPRXV
SUROLIHUDWLRQRIUHODWLRQVKLSVµ S 7KHFRQVHTXHQFHRIWKLVLVWKDWLQGLYLGXDOVWRGD\OLYH
in a state of social saturation. FurthHUWKHVHWHFKQRORJLHVRIVRFLDOVDWXUDWLRQDUH´FHQWUDOWR
WKHFRQWHPSRUDU\HUDVXUHRIWKHLQGLYLGXDOVHOIµ *HUJHQ 
The erasure of the self occurs through what Gergen (1991) calls them´SRSXODWLQJRI
the self, the acquisition of multiple aQGGLVSDUDWHSRWHQWLDOVIRUEHLQJµ S  From this
view, the fragmenting of the self is seen as a process of fluid, almost sub-conscious segues
from one social role to another. He explains this segueing of selves as a state of multiphrenia,
DQGVD\V´Ds we begin to incorporate the dispositions of the varied others to who we are
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exposed, we become capable of taking their positions, adopting their attitudes, talking with
WKHLUODQJXDJHSOD\LQJWKHLUUROHVµ *HUJHQ ,QVRPHZD\VWKLVFDQEHVHHn an
LQFUHDVLQJHPSDWK\IRUGLYHUVHOLIHVW\OHVEXW*HUJHQ  VD\V´WKHUHVXOWLVDVWHDG\
DFFXPXODWLQJVHQVHRIGRXEWLQWKHREMHFWLYLW\RIDQ\SRVLWLRQRQHKROGVµ S 
Along with accumulating doubt about personal objectivity, what Gergen calOV¶VRFLDO
JKRVWV·DOVRDFFXPXODWH7KHVHVRFLDOJKRVWVDUHWKHYRLFHVRIWKRVHWKDWLQIOXHQFHWKH
individual, and they can come from anywhere. Social ghosts can be the voice of Smokey the
Bear warning one not to start forest fires, just as easily as they can be family members (dead
or alive) urging us toward proper public manners; they can be the voice of a religion or a
FHOHEULW\RQDFLQHPDVFUHHQZKRH[HUWVVRPHLQIOXHQFHRYHUDYLHZHU·VVHOI-perception.
These ghosts often hold conflicting agendas and with the accumulation of many ghosts the
distinction between what should be done and what should be avoided becomes increasingly
EOXUUHG*HUJHQ  H[SODLQV´$VZHEHFRPHHYHUPRUHVDWXUDWHGZLWKUHODWLRQVKLSVZH
become increasingly populated with fragments of the other, each of us harboring expanding
FRQJHULHVRISRWHQWLDOVIRUUHODWLQJDQGUHSODFLQJWKHRWKHUµ S 
Gergen argues that one particularly unnerving effect of social saturation is
FRQWHPSRUDU\LQGLYLGXDOV·LQDELOLW\WRPDLQWDLQFRPPLWted and intimate relationships. He
VD\V´,QWKHFRQWH[WRIVRFLDOVDWXUDWLRQRQHFDQVHHZK\ERWKLQWLPDF\DQGFRPPLWPHQW
DUHVORZO\YDQLVKLQJIURPUHODWLRQVKLSVµ *HUJHQ $VLQGLYLGXDOVEHFRPH
populated with a variety of selves, it becomes possible, if not necessary to choose an identity
WR¶SHUIRUP·GHSHQGLQJRQWKHH[SHFWDWLRQVRIRWKHUV$VVKRZQLQIXUWKHUGLVFXVVLRQVHYHUDO
participants interviewed for this study mentioned the need to be different people depending
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on the situation. GergeQ  SRLJQDQWO\VWDWHV´5REWKHFXOWXUHRILWVH[SUHVVLRQRI
SHUVRQKRRGDQGLWVIDEULFRIUHODWLRQVKLSVEHJLQVWRIUD\µ S 
Gergen outlines two barriers produced by the population of the self, which obstruct
LQGLYLGXDO·VDELOLW\WRPDLQWDLQFRmmitted and intimate relationships. The first argument
hinges upon the postmodern view of the self as coreless. Gergen (1991) begins with the
URPDQWLFLVW·VSHUVSHFWLYHZKLFKDVVXPHVWKDW´SHRSOHSRVVHVVFRUHLGHQWLWLHVORFNHGDZD\LQ
inner depths (p. 176). Indeed, for the romanticist it is only when two people touch at this
OHYHOWKDWZHVSHDNRI´GHHSUHODWLRQVKLSVµ *HUJHQ +RZHYHUXSRQUHMHFWLQJWKH
idea of a core self, we necessarily reject the traditional, romantic possibility of engaging in
intimate relationships.
The second barrier to committed relationships to come from a postmodern lifestyle is
concerned with general availability of relationships. Before the era of mass travel and mass
FRPPXQLFDWLRQRQH·VFKRLFHRIPDWHVDQGIULHQGVwas limited to geographic proximity.
+RZHYHUWKHYHU\GHILQLWLRQRI¶FORVH·KDVFKDQJHGGUDPDWLFDOO\ZLWKWKHWHFKQRORJLHVRI
VRFLDOVDWXUDWLRQ*HUJHQ  VD\V´(YHQZLWKWKHVPDOOHVWDPRXQWRIPRELOLW\RQHLV
IRUHYHURQWKHYHUJHRI¶QHZSURVSHFWV·µ S 6LPLODUWRWKHHFRQRPLFODZRIVXSSO\DQG
demand, it stands to reason that the greater the availability of potential mates, the less the
value of each. In turn, Gergen highlights how even though the frequency and volume of
social interactions have increased, the actual time spent in face-to-face interactions has
declined. Rather, today our relationships are mediated by technologies such that we interact
through cell phones and emails more than we do face-to-face. For all of these reasons,
Gergen characterizes postmodern relationships, even those that are characterized as
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intimate relations - DV´PLFURZDYHUHODWLRQVµ- brief, fleeting and superficial in terms of their
emotional intensity.
Finally, Gergen concludes with the argument that the technologies of postmodern
society, particularly those that increase the frequency and speed of mobility and
FRPPXQLFDWLRQKDYHKDGDFXPXODWLYHHIIHFWRQLQGLYLGXDO·VUHODWLRQVKLSV%RWKWKH
rejection of the possibility of relationships as understood from a romanticist view and the
unfortunate view that the very availability of mates makes committing to one more difficult
have contributed to social relationships that are increasingly suffering from fractionalism.
Gergen describes a fractional relationship DV´DUHODWLRQVKLSEXLOWDURXQGDOLPLWHGDVSHFWRI
RQH·VEHLQJ,QHIIHFWZLWKWKHGLVDSSHDUDQFHRIWUXHVHOIWKHVWDJHLVVHWIRUWKHIUDFWLRQDO
UHODWLRQVKLSµ *HUJHQ %DVLFDOO\DIUDFWLRQDOUHODWLRQVKLSLVRQHLQZKLFKWKH
participants find commonality based on a single or few shared interests of the individuals.
Gergen sees this as a less committed relationship because the whole self is not brought to
bear on the relationship, only small fractions of the self. So, in a fractional relationship
QHLWKHUSDUW\DFWXDOO\¶JHWVWRNQRZ·WKHRWKHU+HDFNQRZOHGJHVWKDWLQGLYLGXDOVVWLOOGHVLUH
romanticist type relationships and that most individuals desire intimacy in the relationships
WKH\·YHFKRVHQ1HYHUWKHOHVVIUDFWLRQDOLVPLVDSURGXFWRI postmodern technologies that we
have come to rely on within the past thirty or forty years.
Fractionalism can be seen in other aspects of postmodern lifestyles. One aspect of
postmodernity is the high value placed on individual freedom and the individual right to
choose certain lifestyles. Moreover, both the technologies that contribute to the populating
RIWKHVHOIDQGSRVWPRGHUQLW\·VIRFXVRQWKHGHVLUDELOLW\RISHUVRQDOFKRLFHHIIHFWLYHO\DVVDLO
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individuals with a plethora of potential interests and desires. However, like with expanding
relationships, the expansion of choices and potential interests makes committing to one
choice or interest difficult. Indeed, Gergen (1991) argues that in such situations individuals
experience a sense of self doubt as to the overall authenticity of the self when the self is
fractured with multiple and competing interests and desires (p.180).
,QOLJKWRI*HUJHQ·VSRVLWLRQWKDWVRFLDOUHODWLRQVKLSVDUHEHFRPLQJLQFUHDVLQJO\
fractured, it is possible to view a number of reasons behind why individuals living in
postmodern societies may desire tattoos, one being that the permanence and visibility of the
WDWWRRLVDZD\WRFRQILUPDQGGLVSOD\RQH·VVLQFHULW\DQGFRPPLWPHQWWRDFDXVHLGHDORU
relationship. In this way, the tattoo may be viewed as a way to authenticate individual
identities. The logic of such a proposition being that the permanence of the tattoo and the
willingness to undergo a painful procedure may indicate a particularly strong feeling or
desire. And to the individual, it may seem as though compared to other interests and
GHVLUHVWKHRQHWKDWHOLFLWVWKHGHVLUHIRUSHUPDQHQFHPD\EHDQLQGLFDWRURIRQH·VFRUH
values, desires and, thus, one's true or authentic identity. For example, as will be discussed
at more length later, this study found that memorial tattoos, those done in order to honor
and preserve important individuals and places from the past were the most common reasons
JLYHQEHKLQGWKHSDUWLFLSDQWV·WDWWRRV
In the next section I explore how contemporary individuals, who are starting to
challenge normative discourses see the body as a possible foundation on which to build a
sense of identity and that through bodywork and bodily alterations they may be better able
to visually grasp their sense of identity. Both the resistance to normative body regimes and
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SRVWPRGHUQLW\·VODFNRIRQWRORJLFDOVHFXULW\DUHZKDW6KLOOLQJ  UHIHUVWRZKHQKH
argues that bodywork has, at heart, the goal of providing those individuals that participate
in bodywork practices with a sense of control.

The Body as a Means of Control
Scholars today generally agree that the desire to undergo bodywork is deeply
FRQQHFWHGWRDQLQGLYLGXDO·VGHVLUHIRUFRQWURO Shilling (1993) argues that individuals who
express identities through bodywork are essentially concerned with control in the grips of
ZKDWPD\EHDQXQPDQDJHDEOHSOHWKRUDRIFKRLFHV´7KHDELOLW\WRFRQVWUXFWDUHOLDEOHVHOIidentity through the adoption of lifestyles, which have at their centre a concern with body
rHJLPHVLVLQH[WULFDEO\FRQFHUQHGZLWKFRQWUROµ S Shilling (1993) makes the point
that ´,IWKHH[SHULHQFHRIOLYLQJLQKLJKPRGHUQLW\LVOLNHULGLQJDMXJJHUQDXWZKLFKLVRXWRI
control, then at least the body provides individuals with a last retreat, an entity which
DSSHDUVWREHDVROLGEDVLVRQZKLFKDUHOLDEOHVHQVHRIVHOIFDQEHEXLOWµ S  Giddens
 H[SUHVVHVDVLPLODUYLHZ´WKHERG\KDVEHFRPHFHQWUDOWRRUJDQL]LQJVHOI²identity as
traditional sources of identity³family, marriage, gender, occupation, etc. ³are no longer
UHOLDEOHVLWHVRQZKLFKWRJURXQGWKHVHOIµ S 
Without the presence of an authority over the body, some individuals experience the
VDPHODFNRIRQWRORJLFDOVHFXULW\WKDW(ULFNVRQ·VSDWLHQWVH[SHULHQFHG,Qcontemporary
society some individuals seem to be attempting to reconcile an ontological insecurity
through corporeal alteration or bodywork. Bodywork is an umbrella term that refers to the
YROXQWDU\RSWLRQWRFKDQJHRQH·VSK\VLFDODSSHDUDQFH. Bodywork appropriately describes a
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spectrum of procedures including but not limited to dieting, cosmetic surgery, piercing,
implantation, and tattooing. In this section I will explore the current literature that addresses
the flexibility and versatility of the contemporary concept of the body and its relationship to
how identity is viewed.
This view of the body, as not only related to identity but as a living manifestation of
identity, is precisely why we are able to observe a current near-obsession over the
appearance RIWKHERG\DQGWKDWLVZK\*LGGHQV  VD\V´7KHERG\FDQQRWEHDQ\
ORQJHUPHUHO\¶DFFHSWHG·IHGDQGDGRUQHGDFFRUGLQJWRWUDGLWLRQDOULWXDOLWEHFRPHVDFRUH
SDUWRIWKHUHIOH[LYHSURMHFWRIVHOILGHQWLW\µ S ,QFRQWHPSRUDU\VRFLHW\WKHERdy is
inextricably linked to identity. Therefore, it becomes necessary to work on or to alter the
body so that it conforms to the kind of identity we wish to have or to promote.
Pitts (2002) refers to the tremendous expansion of technology as it contributes to the
IUDJPHQWDWLRQRIKRZZKDWZDVRQFHIL[HGLVQRZEHFRPLQJTXLWHIOXLG´5HODWHGO\
technology has also been imagined as freeing us of cultural constraints, so that the
postmodern body appears as a highly flexible, unmapped frontier upon which an
RQWRORJLFDOO\IUHHGVXEMHFWPLJKWH[SORUHDQGVKLIWLGHQWLWLHVµ S 3LWWV·SKUDVLQJLV
crucial: a subject is not at sea or an unstable self, but ontologically freed and liberated. She
sees bodywork as an avenue to establishing identity through challenging social norms. She
H[SODLQV´IURPDSRVW-essentialist perspective, which argues that human bodies are always
shaped and transformed through cultural practices, new body modifications have been
interpreted as challenges to the naturalized status of Western body norms, and as forms of
self-fashioning and self-QDUUDWLRQLQSRVWPRGHUQFXOWXUHµ 3LWWV :KHUH:HVWHUQ
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practice had come to regard the body as a pure thing, where the dominant social discourse
PDLQWDLQVWKDWWKHERG\·V¶QDWXUDO·VWDte is desirable, Pitts detects discourses of power and
contradictions that constrain the self-narration. Most bodywork, including tattoos,
piercings, and some, but not all, forms of implantation are generally viewed as rejection of
the natural state of the body.
3RVWPRGHUQVFKRODUVUHMHFWWKHYHU\LGHDRID¶QDWXUDO·VWDWHIRUWKHERG\)RU
H[DPSOH-XGLWK%XWOHU  DUJXHVWKDW´2QHLVQRWVLPSO\DERG\EXWLQVRPHYHU\NH\
VHQVHRQHGRHVRQH·VERG\DQGLQGHHGRQHGRHVRQH·VERG\GLIIHUHQWO\IURPRQH·V
FRQWHPSRUDULHVDQGIURPRQH·VHPERGLHGSUHGHFHVVRUVDQGVXFFHVVRUVDVZHOOµ S 
For Butler, not even the body is representative of reality. The body can become a locus upon
which we ascribe our sense of identity, but from her perspective how we choose to perform
our bodies and the social discourse that surround our bodies determine how we think of our
bodies and not the other way around.
7KHRYHUDUFKLQJSRLQWRI%XWOHU·VVWDWHPHQWLVWRVKRZWKDWKRZRQHGRHVRQH·VERG\
is determined by overarching social discourses, which determine normative body regimes
DQGDUHQRWDQ\WKLQJWKDWZHFDQSRLQWWRDV¶QDWXUDO·,QGHHGIURPWKLVSHUVSHFWLYH
everyday life appears highly regimented by dominant social discourses. However because
norms are so internalized, the postmodernist argues that most individuals are not aware of
the restrictions put in place by social discourses.
According to Pitts, the body is liberated under postmodern conditions. In contrast,
according to Butler social discourses still hold enough hegemony that, even under
SRVWPRGHUQFRQGLWLRQVWKHERG\DQGLQGHHGRQH·VVHQVHRIVHOILVVWLOOKLJKO\UHJLPHQWHG
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,QOLJKWRIERWKDUJXPHQWVLWDSSHDUVWKDWWRGD\·VLQGLYLGXDOVOLYHDQGFRQVWUXFWLGHQWLWLHV
along a continuum, which on one end encourages individuals toward highly unique
identities and on the other encourages individuals to maintain dominant social discourses.
The concern from both perspectives is that under postmodern conditions social discourses
that determine norms are deconstructed into highly relative terms. Historically, traditional
norms were responsible for giving individuals a sense of place and identity. A general
acceptance of such norms also provided an authority that was able to provide guidelines and
directions for how individuals see their place in the world. However, without the authority
behind these norms due to massive influx of a variety of conflicting cultural norms, it is
argued that individuals today are grasping for anchors for their sense of identity.
Before discussing the findings, the next section details the methodological approach to
the study. As previously mentioned, this study used a qualitative research design and
employed in-depth interviewing as the primary data collection strategy. Because the study is
exploratory in nature, I used open coding techniques to organize the data into general
WKHPHVWKHLQGLYLGXDO·VVHOI-perception, how identities were described, how tattoos were
GHVFULEHGWKHWDWWRR·VV\PEROLVPDQGLQGLYLGXDO·VZRUOGYLHZ$mong these themes I
looked for commonalities, differences, and frequency. Below, I provide a description of each
participant, detail the coding process, and address the ethical considerations this study.
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Section 5: Methodology
The Qualitative Research Design
The approach to studying tattoos and the role they play for their owners is a
qualitative one. I chose to use in-depth interviewing techniques to gather data with the
primary goal of describing the lived experiences of individuals that choose to be tattooed.
Due to the intimate nature of the information I sought, I chose a strictly qualitative strategy
that aims to understand the framework used to describe the meanings behind tattoos and
how individuals define their identities. Because I wanted to JHWWKHSDUWLFLSDQWV·VWRULHV
behind their tattoos as well as a rich description of their identities, I chose in-depth
interviewing over surveys and secondary data analyses.

Data Collection Strategy
The data takes the form of narrative description gained through several in-depth
interviews with tattooed individuals. I interviewed eight tattooed individuals. The sample
included three white females, two African American females, and three white males. In
order to obtain participants I used snowball-sampling techniques. Snowball sampling is
GHILQHGDV´DQRQ-probability sampling scheme in which you begin by sampling one person,
then ask that person for the names of other people you might interview, then interview them
and obtain a list of people from themDQGVRRQµ &UHVZHOO ,LQWHUYLHZHG
individuals with whom I had pre-existing relationships, personal friends, colleagues, and
extended friends of family members. Their ages ranged from 23 to 40 years of age.
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The interviews took place at varying locations including local coffee shops, on
campus, and in my own home. One interview was conducted over the phone, as this
participant lives in another part of the country. The rest of the interviews took place face-toface. All the interviews were recorded using a digital recording device. Most of the
interviews lasted an hour and half, although some were necessarily scheduled in relatively
VKRUWZLQGRZVRIWKHSDUWLFLSDQW·VDYDLODELOLW\)RUH[DPSOH0DWW·VLQWHUYLHZWRRNSODFH
during his lunch break at his job.
Within the interview, I asked several open-ended questions that were geared to
UHYHDOLQGLYLGXDOV·WKRXJKWVDQGIHHOLQJVDERXWWDWWRRVZKDWWKH\WKLQNWKHLUWDWWRRVVD\
about them, how individuals perceive themselves within American society, as well as
questions involving identity³how many identities they have, how they change and interact
with one another, and how they define their own identity. The interview protocol was semistructured in order to gather comparative data, meaning that I made sure to ask each
participant the same questions in order to clearly see possible similarities and discrepancies.
I did not use observation, documentation, or audiovisual materials as data. The information
gathered from the interviews served as the primary data for this study. All participants
names were changed to protect their privacy.

Description of the Participants
Alicia is 31 years old. She is a white female, was born in Colorado and is the most
heavily tattooed person I interviewed. She presently works as a tattoo artist in New York
&LW\·VORZHUHDVWVLGH6KHKDVFORVHWRWDWWRRVDQGWKH\UHIOHFWDOPRVWHYHU\WDWWRR-type
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category discussed here so far. She has memorial tattoos, like the orange bomb on her left
calf, which reminds her of an ex-boyfriend. She has pop-culture references; like the white,
VSDUNOLQJ0LFKDHO-DFNVRQJORYHRQKHUORZHUULJKWDQNOH7KH'U6HXVV·6WDU%HOO\
Sneetches on her shoulder represent a note-to-self type of tattoo, reminding her to be
tolerant of those who appear different. She belongs to a group of self-LGHQWLILHG´FUD]\-JLUOVµ
ZKRQDPHGWKHLUJURXS´&ROG$V,FHµ6KHKDVWKLVWDWWRRHGRQWKHEDFNRIKHUOHIWOHJ
which was done specifically to represent group affiliation. However, she views this tattoo
with a sense of irony. She also has her ears, nipples, eyebrow, the nape of her neck, and her
genitals pierced.
The next interviewee was P.J. He is a white male in his mid-thirties originally from
New Jersey. He works part time at a local coffee shop and has seven tattoos, but he did not
VKRZPHDOORIWKHP+LVILUVWWDWWRRZDVRI´7LJJHUµIURPWinnie the Pooh. The tattoo
represents a part of his personality that is hyper, fun-loving, and carefree. Two or three
GHSHQGLQJRQKRZ\RXORRNDWLW RI3-·s tattoos were done specifically to memorialize
places. On both of his elbows he has outlines of the state of New Jersey. The outlines are
identical and were done at the same time. P.J. views this is as one tattoo. On his right
forearm he has a pirate shiSFKULVWHQHG´12/$µWRUHSUHVHQW1HZ2UOHDQV³what he calls
his real home³DQGKLVYLHZRIKLPVHOIDVDUHEHODJDLQVWWKHJUHDWHU´QLQHWRILYHµVRFLHW\
The pirate ship also represents the culture he grew up in. He describes his friends and family
as pirates with motorcycles instead of ships, but pirates nonetheless. On his right calf he also
KDVD´12/$µWDWWRRZKLFKZDVGRQHDIWHU·V+XUULFDQH.DWULQD+HDOVRKDVDQ
LQVFULSWLRQLQ/DWLQRI3ODWR·VYLHZRIKRSHDFURVVKLVEDFNDQGRQHRWKHUDOVRRQhis back
51

that is specifically representative of an old friend who had passed.
Nikki is a 26 year-old, black female. She was born in Alaska, then moved to Hawaii
and finally moved to New Orleans when she was six. She currently works as a dispatcher
for substitute teachers for the New Orleans public school system. Nikki has four tattoos. The
hibiscus flowers on her left wrist symbolize her time in Hawaii. The Pisces symbol on her
shoulder, her first tattoo, was done because she strongly felt that she embodied the Pisces
SHUVRQDOLW\6KHKDV¶UXQHV·ZULWWHQRQKHUOHIWZULVWLQDODQJXDJHNQRZQRQO\WRKHUDQG
two friends. On her upper right shoulder, Nikki has a tribalist-styled butterfly. Nikki told me
she had seen another girl with a very similar butterfly tattoo. At this point she says she
began to dislike the tattoo. She now has plans to have it changed. Nikki has her eyebrow,
tongue, and upper ear cartilage pierced.
Jane is a 40 year-old, white, female. She originally hails from a small suburb of
Minneapolis and moved to New Orleans in her mid-twenties at which point she started her
own business. Jane is the proprietor of a local hair salon. She has six tattoos in total.
Although her back piece is considered one tattoo, it consists of a combination of several
images. On her right shoulder is a purple tribal band. The colors of this tattoo are
particularly symbolic³´UR\DOW\ZLWKRXWWKHLQEUHGFUD]\µ$ERYHWKLVLVDJUH\VFDOHKHDUW
ZLWK¶12/$·ZULWWHQLQWKHEDQQHU2QRQHIRUHDUPLVDEOXHELUGZLWKDPDWFhing cardinal
on the other. These birds symbolize her grandparents. At the base of her left wrist is a green
¶&RQYHUVH·VWDU7KLVLVKHUPRVWUHFHQWWDWWRRDQGLWV\PEROL]HVKHU´SXQN-URFNµSKDVH
Stacy, age 23, is a black female who also claims Creole heritage. She was born and
grew up in New Orleans. She attended a private Catholic high school and took the
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opportunity to move to Hawaii when she was nineteen years old. She currently attends a
local university. Right now, Stacy has five tattoos, though she has definite plans for more in
the future. On her right bicep is a Wiccan symbol of the goddess. Both the symbol and
colors chosen to pigment the tattoo are symbolic in nature. This one was done for her exgirlfriend. On her left shoulder, Stacy has a map of Africa. This is representative of her
racial background. She explains that she is proud of her heritage and would get a Creole
symbol if there existed such a definitive image. Her sidepiece, located on her left ribcage, is
ZKDWVKHFDOOVKHU¶XEHU-leVELDQ·WDWWRR,WGHSLFWVDZRPDQWKHHOHPHQWVILUHDQGZDWHU
planets, trees, and fertility symbols. Her first tattoo is a full back piece. It depicts a tribal
styled black dragon. On the back of her neck is a rainbow-colored barcode³symbolic of her
sexuality. At one point she had more piercings, but as of today she only has her tongue, lip,
eyebrow, and genitals pierced.
Chelsea is 25 years old. She is a white female, born in southern Louisiana. She is
also physically disabled. Chelsea has three tattoos. The first is a fairy she got on her right
shoulder blade for her 18th birthday. For Chelsea this tattoo is representative of a desire to
expand her cultural horizons. She reflects on it as symbolic of a time in her life when she
just wanted to get out and see the world. Her next tattoo is a fleur de lis on the back of her
QHFNZLWKD´12/$µEDQQHU7KRXJKVKHJRWLWGRQHLQ6RXWK&DUROLQDWKLVWDWWRRZDV
specifically done to represent her home. In light of Hurricane Katrina, like P.J., Chelsea
wanted to get something that would represent her home. It is highly symbolic of an
important place. Her final tattoo
WKRXJKVKHSODQVRQJHWWLQJPRUH LVRIDVLOKRXHWWHRID¶PXGIODSJLUO·LQDZKHHOFKDLU)RU
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Chelsea this tattoo serves two roles. It is representative of her identity in that, despite
common attitudes toward her disability, she views herself as a sexual. In conjunction, this
tattoo also serves to embolden her desire to follow through with a difficult choice regarding
her college career.
Matt LV+H·VDZKLWHPDOHERUQLQVRXWKHUQ/RXLVLDQD+HKDVWUDYHOHGWKH
United States extensively but resides in Algiers, Louisiana. In fact, many of his tattoos were
done during a trip. He presently works as a mechanic for a submarine building company.
He also readily acknowledges his membership in a local biker club. Matt showed me four of
his tattoos but alluded to others, which he did not want to reveal at the time of the
interview. He also alluded to getting his entire sleeve done at some point using more
2ULHQWDOLPDJHU\EHFDXVH´WKH\FDQWHOODEHWWHUVWRU\µ2QKLVULJKWLQQHUIRUHDUPLVDQ
LPDJHRID9LNLQJ7KLVZDVKLVILUVWWDWWRR2QKLVOHIWLQQHUIRUHDUPLVDQLPDJHRIDERDU·V
head, which was done with his children in mind. There are three daisies tattooed on his
right wrist, which symbolize his ex-wife and a black panther adorns his right outer forearm.
Jonah, 29, is a unique case in that he only has one tattoo. All other respondents have
at least four. Jonah is a white male. He was born in Gretna, Louisiana, attended private
school until his second year of high school at which point he transferred to the public school
system. His tattoo is of a 45 record adapter colored blue on the back of his neck. The tattoo
represents a time in his life when DJ-ing was a large part of his life. Blue is his favorite
color. He is a college graduate and currently works in a glass shop installing and building
commercial windows and mirrors.
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Verification
In order to ensure that qualitative researchers maintain a consistency in their
approach, researchers often use procedural techniques which systematically check for the
UHVHDUFK·VUHOLDELOLW\4XDOLWDWLYHUHOLDELOLW\LQGLFDWHVWKDW´WKHUHVHDUFKHU·VDSSURDFKLV
consistent across different researchers anGGLIIHUHQWSURMHFWVµ &UHVZHOO &UHVZHOO
cites G.R. Gibbs (2007) who suggests that to enhance reliability researchers should first
check transcribed interviews for obvious mistakes, make sure there is not a drift in the
definition of codes, and cross check codes which were derived independently.
After transcribing the interviews and before permanently deleting the mp3 files, I
went back and listened to interviews as I read along. During this process, I was able to better
listen for things, such as tone and volume of voice, pauses or sighs. This helped to re-live the
experience of the interview with all the emotional nuances of nonverbal language. In some
cases, this process caused me to reconsider the overall tone, positive or negative, of certain
responses. Throughout the research I kept a table of the codes used for analysis.1 For me,
this visual graphic of the codes kept their interrelationship clear and understandable. I was
able to change the ordering of the table and make additions to it as the coding moved from
JHQHUDOWRVSHFLILF7KLVSURFHVVKHOSHGWRDGGUHVV*LEEV·VHFRQGVXJJHVWLRQIRUFRQVLVWHQW
definitions of codes.
I did not cross check the codes using the aid of a different researcher. In future study,
this check on the overall reliability of the research should be taken into account. However,

1

See appendix i for complete coding table.
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some of the codes used in my research came from the work of previous study, specifically
WKRVHWKDWLQGLFDWHGWKHPHVRIUHPHPEHULQJ&UHVZHOOVXJJHVWVWKDWE\´WULDQJXODWLQJ
different data sources of information by examining evidence from the sources and using it to
EXLOGDFRKHUHQWMXVWLILFDWLRQIRUWKHPHVµWKHRYHUDOOUHOLDELOLW\RIWKHWKHPHVLVVXSSRUWHG
(Creswell, 2009: 191). Much of the data collected from the interviews supported the
LQIRUPDWLRQIRXQGLQWKHOLWHUDWXUH&UHVZHOO  VD\V´,IWKHPHVDUHHVWDEOLVKHGEDVHG
on converging several sources of data or perspectives from participants, then this process
FDQEHFODLPHGDVDGGLQJWRWKHYDOLGLW\RIWKHVWXG\µ S 
After the first three interviews, I began sharing preliminary themes with the
participants. I usually ended the interview with a short description of what I had found so
far, partly to vet my findings and partly because many of the participants expressed an
interest. After discussing these early findings, the respondent would reflect and more often
than not offer explanations, opinions, and further avenues of inquiry. Though this took
place in an informal setting, Creswell (2009) refers to this as member checking. The purpose of
WKLVLVWR´GHWHUPLQHWKHDFFXUDF\RIWKHTXDOLWDWLYHILQGLQJVWKURXJKWDNLQJWKHILQDOUHSRUW
or specific descriptions of themes back to the participants and determining whether these
SDUWLFLSDQWVIHHOWKDWWKH\DUHDFFXUDWHµ S . By triangulating my data with that of
previous literature and studies, as well as member checking the research findings along the
way, I have made efforts to account for the overall validity of the research.
Collaboration with members of the thesis committee greatly contributed to the
quality of the research. Each committee member was chosen based on her specific strengths
as sociologists. Thus I was able to utilize the expertise of committee members who possess
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strong understandings of sociological theory and methodology, as well as past research
experience. The committee members were instrumental in helping to develop the interview
questions, suggesting various lenses of analysis, and maintaining the theoretical,
methodological, and ethical integrity of the research.

Coding
Using the qualitative approach, researchers interpret data using the methodological
schema of description-reduction-interpretation (Creswell, 2009: 57). While the description is
provided by the respondent through the interview, the reduction is the process by which the
researcher highlights relevant data and codes it under large categories of ideas. The coding
process allows the researcher to organize general meanings and themes from qualitative
data. In this study I used open coding techniques, which determined general themes from
WKHGDWDDVDZKROH&UHVZHOO  QRWHVWKDW´LQRSHQFRGLQJWKHUHVHDUFKHUIRUPVLQLWLDO
categories of information about the phenomenon being studied by segmenting information
(p. 57). Because this study was primarily an exploratory one, the three primary aims of the
open coding process were to: a) notice relevant data; b) collect examples of this data; and c)
analyze the data in order to find commonalities, differences, patterns, and structures (Coffey
& Atkinson, 1996: 29).
I began coding by starting with queries pertinent to the research questions. The first
round of coding looked specifically at the respondents' thoughts about their tattoos.
Important relationships, memorable events, political statements, and spiritual beliefs were
noted and coded when they appeared. Initially I coded data regarding tattoos and
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UHPHPEHULQJDV¶PHPRULHV·+RZHYHUDV,FRQWLQXHGWRUHIOHFWRQWKHLQWHUYLHZV,ZHQW
EDFNDQGUHFRGHGWKHRULJLQDO¶PHPRULHV·DV¶LPSRUWDQWSHRSOH·¶LPSRUWDQWSODFHV·DQG
¶LPSRUWDQWSDVWV·0HWDSKRUVZHUHDOVRXVHGWRGHVFULEHWKHRYHUDOOUROHRIWDWWRRV7KHILUVW
respondent used this method, but it was not a theme I was initially coding for. After the
second interviewee described hiVWDWWRRPHWDSKRULFDOO\¶PHWDSKRUV·EHFDPHDFRGH7KHUH
DSSHDUHGDVLJQLILFDQWFRQVLVWHQF\DFURVVWKHSDUWLFLSDQWV·XVHRIPHWDSKRUVDQGWKH
underlying analogy of the metaphor.
In the second reading of the data I coded for statements that described indLYLGXDOV·
self-SHUFHSWLRQV,FRGHGWKHVHDV¶YLHZRIWKHVHOI·6XEVHTXHQWUH-readings led to codes
SHUWDLQLQJWRH[WHUQDOSHUFHSWLRQVKRZRWKHUSHRSOHYLHZWKHSDUWLFLSDQWV·WDWWRRVVRFLDO
acceptance, rejection of the group or society, and media influeQFH,FRGHGWKHVHDV¶RWKHU·V
YLHZV·7KLVSDUWLFXODUDQDO\VLVZDVUDWKHUUHPDUNDEOHEHFDXVH,ZDVDEOHWRREVHUYH0HDG·V
theory of a pluralist self in action. Several respondents mentioned the difference between the
way society sees them and they way they see themselves. Whether the participants
H[SHULHQFHGPXOWLSOHLGHQWLWLHVZDVDOVRPRUHVSHFLILFDOO\FRGHGXQGHU¶YLHZRIVHOI·
A related aspect of the analysis involved categorizing the various ways in which the
participants tried to explain their idenWLW\,LQLWLDOO\FRGHGWKLV¶GHVFULEHLGHQWLW\·0RUH
VSHFLILFFRGLQJXQGHU¶GHVFULEHLGHQWLW\·LQFOXGHG¶SK\VLFDODWWULEXWHV·¶OLNHVGLVOLNHV·
¶UHODWLRQVKLSVZLWKRWKHUV·DQG¶VH[XDOLW\·WKRXJKWKHUHZHUHVHYHUDORWKHUV7KHZD\VLQ
which the participants described their identities varied across each person and this variation
indicated that the concept of identity is highly fluid.
One surprising theme coded for came from a particular difference in the phrasing of
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WZRTXHVWLRQV¶'R\RXWKLQNWDWWRRVGHILQH\RXULGHQWLW\"·DQG¶'R\RXWKLQNWDWWRRV
UHSUHVHQWSDUWVRI\RXUSHUVRQDOLW\"·7KLVLVGHVFULEHGLQGHWDLOLQWKHQH[WVHFWLRQEXWWKH
WZRFRGHV¶GRHVQRWGHILQH·DQG¶SDUWRISHUVRQDOLW\·LQGLFDWHGDGLVWLQFWLRQDERXWWKH
specific role that tattoos play for many of the respondents. The analysis will reveal that this
GLVWLQFWLRQVXJJHVWVVXSSRUWIRUWKHWKHRU\WKDWRQH·VLGHQWLW\FDQEHXQGHUVWRRGDVD
narrative.
Finally, though it does not fall into major themes of the study, I asked the
partLFLSDQWVWRGHVFULEHERWKWKHJUHDWHVW¶OLIHOHVVRQ·WKH\KDGOHDUQHGVRIDUDQGWKHLURYHUDOO
worldview including life philosophies. The consistency of answers to come from this
particular line of questioning was remarkable and certainly deserves more study in the
IXWXUH7KLVGDWDZDVFRGHGDV¶ZRUOGYLHZ·DQG¶OLIHOHVVRQ·

Data Analysis Procedures
The process of data analysis involves making sense out of text and image data,
preparing the data for analysis, conducting different analyses, representing the data, and
making an interpretation of the larger meaning of the data. (Creswell, 2009: 183). After
UHDGLQJDOOWKHGDWDDQGJHWWLQJD¶JLVW·IRUWKHWRQHDQGJHQHUDOPHDQLQJRIHDFKLQWHUYLHZ,
began coding the hard copies. These codes were organized into general themes. After the
themes were sorted, I reflected on how they were interrelated. It is the relationship between
the two topics, tattoos and self-perception, which lead to interpreting the meaning of how
tattoos relate to identity.
The code table served as a process of data analysis as well. By having to graphically
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lay out the qualitative themes, I necessarily had to reflect on their relationships. It was
through this process, that I was able to notice both a significant overlap and a disparity
EHWZHHQWKHWDWWRRV·V\PEROLVPDQGWKHWDWWRR·VUROH7KLVSDUWLFXODUFRQIOLFWUHYHDOVWKH
UDQJHDQGOLPLWDWLRQVRIWDWWRRVDQGWKHLUSDUWLFXODUFDSDFLW\WRKHOSDQFKRULQGLYLGXDO·V
identities.

Ethical Considerations and the Role of the Researcher
QuDOLWDWLYHUHVHDUFKLQYROYHV´VXVWDLQHGDQGLQWHQVLYHH[SHULHQFHZLWKWKH
SDUWLFLSDQWVµ &UHVZHOO %HFDXVHWKLVVWXG\DLPVWRGLVFRYHUKLJKO\SHUVRQDO
information, it also creates an ethical challenge for the researcher. Creswell (2009) says that
due to the range of strategic, ethical and personal issues within the qualitative research
process, inquirers should keep in mind, explicitly identifying their biases, values, and
personal background (p. 177). Despite my own tattoos, while conducting this study I have
attempted to securely bracket my own presuppositions surrounding tattoos and what they
mean by relying on the information gained through the interviewees, as well as reflecting on
the findings and reassessing the structure and questions of the interview itself.
My personal biases as a researcher include issues of my social location. I am a 28
year-old, middle-class, white American female. My formal education consists of a college
preparatory high school diploma and a Bachelors degree in Sociology. My tattoos are
primarily symbolic of spiritual beliefs, as well as a visual expression of the idea that I own
my body and, therefore, are free to decorate it as I see fit. To overcome such a standpoint I
tried to choose diverse participants to gain a wider perspective. I also thoroughly considered
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the questions I intended to ask.2 None of the questions were designed to lead the
UHVSRQGHQW·VDQVZHUVDQG,DWWHPSWHGWRPDNHFOHDUWKDWWKHJRDORIWKHUHVHDUFKZDVWR
discover what the respondents' tatWRRVPHDQWWRWKHP+HQFHWKHUHFRXOGEHQR¶ZURQJ·
answer.
This research aims to study intimate aspects of individuals. It was designed not only
to reveal what their tattoos mean or the stories behind their tattoos, but also how they
perceive their own identities. For researchers to be confident in their findings it is necessary
that the researcher earn a relative amount of trust with the participant. To encourage such
trust, I assured the respondents that their participation was voluntary and that they were
under no obligation to answer questions they were not comfortable answering. Above that,
in light of further ethical considerations, all recordings of the interviews were erased after
they were transcribed and rechecked. The electronic transcriptions are kept on a secure hard
drive located in my home and the hard copies of the interviews are kept in a locked filing
FDELQHWLQWKH6RFLRORJ\'HSDUWPHQW$VZHOOWKHSDUWLFLSDQWV·QDPHVZHUHFKDQJHGWR
protect their identities.
Despite the findings of current tattoo research, I did not go into this research
assuming that all of the answers had already been revealed. Because the meaning and desire
behind tattoos is highly individual, a full understanding of what tattoos mean for their
owners has yet to be supplied. Bearing this in mind, I was able to allow individual
experience, new data and new concepts to emerge from the interviews. The final goal is not
to provide a definitive answer as to what tattoos mean to individuals. Rather the goal is to
2

See appendix ii for interview schedule
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provide a fuller understanding of the essence of what tattoos mean to their owners by
acknowledging that there is an abundant variety of meanings, as well as to show that
tattooing continues to change and evolve, generating new ways in which tattoos are viewed.
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Section 6: Findings
Through the interviews and contributions from the participants, tattoos appear to
perform in several ways as components in self-understanding. The data suggests that some
WDWWRRVVHUYHDVFRSLQJPHFKDQLVPVIRUWRGD\·VWXPXOtuousness of life. Other respondents
DUJXHWKDWVRPHWDWWRRVDUHMXVW¶IXQ·2WKHUVKDYHVXJJHVWHGWKDWWDWWRRVDUHVWLOOKLJKO\
UHSUHVHQWDWLYHRIVWURQJFXOWXUDOWUDGLWLRQVGHVSLWHWKHFXUUHQWHUDRI¶WUHQG\·WDWWRRV,Q
short, all of the diversity of human self-perception is brought to bear on the interpretation of
RQH·VRZQWDWWRRVDQGPDUNVRQWKHERG\EHFRPHWDUJHWVIRUVHOI-interpretation in the same
ZD\WKDWRQH·VRZQERG\PLJKWIRUDERG\-builder. Consequently one may accept the
apparently contradictory findings of Kosut (2006) who proposes a theory of media-induced
popularity of tattoos; Velliquette (2005) who finds that tattoos are symbolic of an
LQGLYLGXDO·VSHUVRQDOQDUUDWLYHDQG3LWWV  ZKRHPSKDVL]HVWKDWERG\ZRUNFRQWULEXWHV
to the construction of the self through control of the body. They all appear to be important
PHDQVRIH[SUHVVLQJDQLQGLYLGXDO·VFRQFHSWLRQRIKLVRUKHULGHQWLW\7KHGLVFXVVLRQQRZ
turns to exploring the major themes that were engendered by this study.

Major Themes
Three primary themes emerged throughout the interviews. The first is that tattoos
play the role of a mnemonic. Underlying the variations among tattoos, tattoos no matter
how old or new tended to illicit memories from the respondent. All of the participants
related a story behind their tattoos that encompassed several different memories that
included the people they were with at the time or relationships that the tattoo itself was
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originally intended to invoke, the events leading up to the tattoo, consequences thereof, and
past self-perceptions. Some tattoos also were described as a string tied to a finger as these
tattoos served as constant reminders for those individuals to act in certain ways or to
PDQLIHVWFHUWDLQLGHDOVIRUOLYLQJRQH·VOLIH,FDOOWKHVH¶QRWH-to-VHOI·WDWWRRV0HWDSKRUVDQG
similes often were used to describe how tattoos are similar to other things that tell a story
DERXWRQH·VOLIH7KHIDFWWKDWWKHPDMRULW\RIPHWDSKRUVXVHGGHVFULEHGDNLQGRIPHPRU\
device further supports the remembering theme.
The second major theme to emerge from the analysis was an overlap between the
UROHRIWDWWRRVDQGWKHWDWWRR·VV\PEROLVP$PRQJWDWWRRVZKLFKZHUHV\PEROLFRI¶QRWH-toVHOI·IXQRUFXULRVLW\DQGPHPRULHVVRPHZHUHDOVRIUDPHGDs representative of parts of
personality. Further, these tattoos were described as having a role, which served to anchor
WKHLUVHQVHRIVHOI([DPSOHVRIWKHVHWDWWRRVZHUH=RGLDFVLJQVD¶7LJJHU· IURPWinnie the
Pooh), a rainbow barcode, and a Viking. The participants readily acknowledged that their
tattoos reflected their personalities. However, significantly, every single respondent declined
to say that his or her tattoos defined their identity. This distinction emphasizes a general
resistance towards allowing the tattoo to completely define the self any more than a single
page in a novel can define the entire book. This emerged as an important distinction for
those with tattoos and, thus, became another strong theme with which to better understand
tattoos and their meanings.
7KLUGWKHQXPEHUDQGGHVFULSWLRQRIWKHSDUWLFLSDQWV·LGHQWLWLHVYDULHGDFURVVDOOWKH
UHVSRQGHQWV3DUWLFLSDQWV·GHILQLWLRQVRIWKHLULGHQWLWLHVZHUHYDULHGUDQJLQJIURPVLQJOH
experiences unaffected by others to the quality of their relationships. Some participants
64

FODLPHGWKDWWKH\ZHUH¶WKHPVHOYHV·DOOWKHWLPH+RZHYHUPRVWSDUWLFLSDQWVQRWHGWKDWWKH\
experience a multiplicity of selves. Some described social situations, in which there was a
need to control and to adapt oQH·VLGHQWLW\6RPHFODLPHGWRKDYHGLIIHUHQWLGHQWLWLHVRQ
different days of the week, while others claimed to have a work-self and a home-self. The
variety of ways in which people define identity and then manage it according to social
norms and expectations revealed an over-arching theme of how identity is complex and
fluid and depends entirely on the respondent and/or the particular social situation he or she
is in.

Remembering
¶1RWH-to-VHOI·7DWWRRV
The three main types of reminders were those of important people, important places,
DQG¶QRWHV-to-VHOI·´1RWH-to-VHOIµWDWWRRVDUHUHIHUUHGWRDVVXFKEHFDXVHWKHSDUWLFLSDQWV
specifically frame these kinds of tattoos as symbolic of a life philosophy by which they are
trying to live or character traits to which they aspire. Five of the eight respondents framed
VRPHRIWKHLUWDWWRRVDV¶QRWH-to-VHOI·WDWWRRV$OLFLDZKRGHVFULEHVDWDWWRRRIDQRZORQKHU
ULEFDJHDVKHU¶FKHHVLHVW·WDWWRRVDLG´7KHRZOLVOLNHWKHFKHHVLHVWRQH,JXHVVWKDW,FDQ
think of. Like the idea is like protecting my own emotions too much and letting logic run
P\GHFLVLRQVDQGOLNHWU\LQJWROHWWKDWJR,W·VNLQGRIDELJUHPLQGHUµ+RZHYHU$OLFLD
FRQWLQXHVWRH[SODLQWKDW´6RPHWLPHVLWGHILQLWHO\VROLGLILHVDQLGHDWKDW,KDd, but
VRPHWLPHV,GRQ·WDJUHHZLWKZKDWHYHULWZDV,ZDVWKLQNLQJDWWKHWLPHEXW,OLNHWR
UHPHPEHUµ/DWHUGLVFXVVLRQVKRZVWKDW-RQDK·VDFFRXQWDOVRLQGLFDWHGWKDWKHKDVFKDQJHG
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or the way he sees himself has changed since he go this tattoo. This supports Ochs and
Capps (1996) argument that the self exists as a tension of selves across time. Alicia explains
WKLVE\VD\LQJ´7KDW·VZKR,ZDVEXWLW·V QRWZKR,DPDQ\PRUHµ
3-·VWDWWRRVSHUIRUPWKHVDPHUROHKHOSLQJKLPWRUHLI\KLV3ODWRQLFGHILnition of
KRSH+HVD\VDERXWWKH/DWLQLQVFULEHGRQKLVEDFN´8PLWVWKHRQHRQWKHEDFNZLWK
KRSH«LW·VWKHRQH6R,PHDQWKDWGHILQLWHO\«WKDW·VVRPHWKLQJWKDWZRXOGZRXOGUHPLQG
me. Where you can be in life, but where you can also stand up and keep JRLQJµ
1LNNLUHODWLQJKHURZQSHUVRQDOLW\TXLUNVVD\V´7KHUXQHV>WDWWRRHGRQKHUOHIW
IRUHDUP@VD\·1R5HJUHW¶DQGWKDW·VXPDUHPLQGHUWRP\VHOIWRSXWLQWKHHIIRUWWRWKLQN
EHIRUHDFWLQJ,KDYHLPSXOVHLVVXHVµ$QRWKHUFRPPRQWKUHDGZLWKLQWKH ¶QRWH-to-VHOI·W\SH
of tattoos is the respondents' desire to think, be, or act, differently than they would normally
WHQGWR7KHSDUWLFLSDQWVDFNQRZOHGJHWKLQJVOLNHLQERUQWUDLWVLH´LPSXOVHLVVXHVµEXWDOVR
view their sense of self as something that can be changed.
)RUVRPHRIWKHUHVSRQGHQWVWKHWDWWRRV·UROHZDVWRFXUEQHJDWLYHO\YLHZHG
FKDUDFWHUWUDLWV+RZHYHUIRU&KHOVHDWKHWDWWRRRQKHUOHIWZULVW DVLOKRXHWWHRIDRI´PXGIODSµJLUOLQDZKHHOFKDLU ZDVGRQHIRUWKHRSSRVLWHUHDVRQ,QVtead of keeping her in check,
WKLVWDWWRRZDVGRQHWRSXUSRVHIXOO\SXVKKHUWRLQWRDFWLRQ6KHVD\V´,ZDVDOZD\VJRLQJ
EDFNDQGIRUWKDERXWWKHWKHVLVLGHD,GLGQ·WZDQWWRGRLW,WNLQGDIUHDNHGPHRXW6R,KDG
a friend that was an artist and I was WKLQNLQJDERXWWKHWKHVLVDQGVKHZDVOLNH¶RKWKDW
ZRXOGPDNHDUHDOO\FRROWDWWRR·6KHGUHZLWXSDQGQRZWKDW,KDYHLWWDWWRRHGRQPH,
FDQ·WQRWGRDWKHVLVEHFDXVHP\ZKROHVWRU\LVJRQQDEHJRQH6RLWNLQGDHQFRXUDJHGPHWR
go through with what ,ZDQWHGWRGRµ&KHOVHDIUDPHVKHUWDWWRRDVD¶QRWH-to-VHOI·WDWWRRLQ
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her last sentence where she says it encouraged her to do what she wanted to do. However
due to the content of the tattoo it could also be perceived as a significant reflection of her
identity as a physically disabled, sexual woman.
Stacy has layers of significant memory associated with her first tattoo. Describing the
GUDJRQRQKHUEDFNVKHVD\V´,PHDQOLNHWKHEDFNSLHFHWKHJX\WKDWGUHZLWIRUPHZH·UH
not really close anymore%XWLWKHOSVPHWRUHPHPEHUZKRKHZDVDQGWKHSHUVRQKHZDVµ
Not only does her back piece help her remember the friend that designed the piece, but also
DQHZSKDVHRIKHUOLIHDQGWKHSHUVRQVKHZDVDWWKHWLPH6WDF\VD\V´,DOVRUHPHPEHU
being niQHWHHQMXVWJHWWLQJWR+DZDLL\RXNQRZILUVWWDWWRR$QGLW·VUHDOO\VLJQLILFDQWWKDW
LW·VDGUDJRQ¶FDXVHIRUPH,·YHDOZD\VOLNHGGUDJRQVFDXVHWKH\·UHVWURQJDQGZLVHDQGWKH\
OHDUQµ6WDF\·VGUDJRQLVDQH[DPSOHRIERWK¶QRWH-to-VHOI·WDWWRRVLQWKDt the characteristics
of the dragon are those that she aspires to and because the design itself reminds her of an
LPSRUWDQWSHUVRQLQKHUSDVW7KHFRPSOH[LW\RIWKHGUDJRQ·VV\PERORJ\WKHQLVGHHSO\
personal, triangulated between a social relationship and a set of philosophical ideals that the
dragon symbolizes to her as an actuating memory that makes itself real to her in the tattoo.

Tattoos for Important People
However, even more prevalent than note-to-self tattoos were tattoos that were done
in memorial for others. Six out of the eight participants had tattoos done in specific honor of
other people or were planning to have a memorial tattoo done in the future. Though they
were framed as having a remembering role, tattoos for people were also described as a
PHWKRGRIKRQRULQJWKRVHLQGLYLGXDOVWKDWVWURQJO\DIIHFWRQH·VOLIHZKLFKLVWRVD\WKDWWKH\
67

served a specific autobiographical and narrative function. These tattoos served a dual
purpose of honoring the loss of a loved one and reminding the beareURIWKDWSHUVRQ·V
influence on his or her life.
-DQH·VWDWWRRVRQKHUIRUHDUPVZHUHGRQHZLWKWKHLGHDWKDWWKH\ZRXOGFRQWLQXHWR
remind her of her grandparents and their influence on her life. She chose the location based
on the fact that her forearms are almost always visible and, therefore, serve as a constant
UHPLQGHU-DQHVD\V´,ZDQWHGWKHEDODQFHDQGDPHPRULDOIRUP\JUDQGSDUHQWVEHFDXVH
WKH\ZHUHKXJHO\LQVWUXPHQWDOLQEULQJLQJPHXSDQGDIIHFWLQJWKHSHUVRQ,DPWRGD\µ
6WDF\·VDFFRXQWVKRws that the desire to keep her tattoos has as much to do with how
they represent her self as with their ability to represent others. She describes a tattoo done
for an ex-JLUOIULHQG´/LNH,PD\QRWEHZLWKKHUDQ\PRUHEXWVKHZDVYHU\LPSRUWDQWLQWKH
deILQLWLRQRIZKR,DPFXUUHQWO\6R,FDQ·WVD\WKDWSHUFHQW,·PQRWWKDWSHUVRQ
DQ\PRUHVRWKLVWDWWRRGRHVQ·WPHDQDVPXFKQR¶&DXVHLW·VWKHVDPHWKLQJZLWK
remembering and remembering everything that she taught me. We could turn around
tomorrow and not be friends, but the tattoo is important because it demonstrates to me
everything she ever taught me. I still remember those points, and I remember what I got out
RIWKHPDQGHDFKRIWKRVHOLWWOHSRLQWVDUHVWLOODSDUWRIPHµ+HUVWDWHPHQWVKRZVWhat this
particular relationship from the past still significantly affects who she is today³harkening
back to the concept of social ghosts. For Stacy, her relationship with her ex-girlfriend, like
-DQH·VJUDQGSDUHQWVLVVLJQLILFDQWLQWKDWWKHUHODWLRQVKLp and the things learned from it
DIIHFW6WDF\·VSUHVHQWFRQFHSWLRQRIKHUVHOI
Matt did not claim to have any tattoos that held specific lifestyle advice, but he did
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say they help him to remember little things about his past - especially important people.
0DWWVDLG´6R\RXNQRZLW·VMXVWRQFHLQDZKLOH,·OOVHHRQHRIWKHPDQG,·OOORRNDWLWD
different way and remember something. Like I remember something that my kids did or
something from my first marriage. Just little things, but they make me remember a lot of
WKLQJVµ0DWW·VWDWWRRVVHHPWRSURYLGHDJHQHUDOL]HGPHPRU\+RZHYHUWKHGDLVLHVRQKLV
ZULVWZHUHGRQHVSHFLILFDOO\IRUKLVZLIH´,JRWWKHVHGDLVLHVIRUP\VHFRQGZLIH,ZRXOGQ·W
get no names put on me so I got daisies cause she liked tKHP/XFNLO\,GLGQ·WJHWKHUQDPH
¶FDXVHZHDLQ·WPDUULHGQRPRUHµ(YHQWKRXJK0DWWLVQRWFXUUHQWO\LQDUHODWLRQVKLSZLWK
his is ex-wife, he wants to keep his daisy tattoos. Matt did not make any allusions to how
this person from his past affects the perception of himself today, but his reluctance to
remove the daisy tattoo may imply that the tattoo is representative of an aspect of his past or
a feature of his personal narrative that he wants to maintain.
Matt, Stacy, and Alicia all have tattoos representative of people that they were close
to at one time but who are presently are not involved in their lives. Despite the negative
feelings they have toward these people in their past, all three say that they would never get
these particular tattoos removed. To erase the tattoo would be, it would seem, a symbolic
and significant erasure of the past, and apparently the self.

Tattoos for Important Places
Tattoos done to remember important places symbolized both geographic places and
significant points in one's life. For example, place was used to describe a tattoo that was
done in memorial of a specific event that were viewed as rites of passage or transitional
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VWDJHVVXFKDVDELUWKGD\PRYLQJLQWRRQH·VILUVWDSDUWPHQWRU+XUULFDQH.DWULQD7DWWRRV
to represent one's 'home' was a common theme. As well, several participants got their first
tattoo for their eighteenth birthday. In this way, the tattoo is representative of a
metaphorical place in their past.
Describing her various tattoos, Chelsea says, ´The one I got when I was 18, I can
still remember the place I was at. I had just graduated high school and I was trying to figure
myself out a little bit and like the second one I got with one of my friends that I have been
friends with since I was likH%XWIRUPHPRU\ZLVHLW·VWKH12/$WDWWRRµ&KHOVHD
IUDPHGWZRRIKHUWDWWRRVDVV\PEROLFRIDQLPSRUWDQWSODFH+HU¶12/$·WDWWRRUHSUHVHQWV
her home. In this case NOLA literally stands for the geographic location of New Orleans,
Louisiana. However her fairy is not symbolic of a specific geographical place, but rather in
this case the place refers to a specific point in her life. The fairy could also be considered
symbolic of a rite of passage because it was done for her 18th birthday after she graduated
high school. For many, this time is considered a significant transition in moving from
childhood to adulthood.
6WDF\·VGUDJRQDORQJZLWKOD\HUVRIPHPRU\DOVRLQFOXGHGDUHIHUHQFHWRDQ
important place. Like Chelsea, the tattoo symbolizes a geographical place, Hawaii, and a
SRLQWLQKHUOLIH7RUHLWHUDWHUHFDOO6WDF\VDLG´,DOVRUHPHPEHUEHLQJQLQHWHHQMXVWJHWWLQJ
WR+DZDLL\RXNQRZILUVWWDWWRRµ
-RQDK·VWDWWRRLVDUHFRUGDGDSWHUDWWKHEDVHRIKLVQHFN+HVD\VDERXWKLVWDWWRR
´<RX NQRZDWWKLVSRLQWLQP\OLIH,GRQ·WHYHUUHDOO\VHHPH'--ing again or going down
WKDWURXWH6R,KRSHWKDWZKHQDOOWKDWUHDOO\GRHVIDGHDZD\FDXVH,·PJHWWLQJWLUHGRI
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OXJJLQJDOOWKDWVWXIIDURXQGZLWKPH7KDWZKHQWKDWJRHVDZD\,·OOVWLOOEHDble to
UHPHPEHUVRPHRILW6RHYHQLI,ZHUHWRORVHHYHU\OLWWOHPHPRUDELOLDW\SHWKLQJ,·GVWLOO
KDYHWKDWµ-RQDKDFNQRZOHGJHVSULRUWRJHWWLQJWKHWDWWRRWKDWits significance would
FKDQJHRYHUWLPH+HVD\V´%XW,WKLQNWKDWKDSSHQVWRHYHU\ERG\I mean, I knew that
going in. One day there would be a time where it just would be, not pointless, just not as
VLJQLILFDQWDVZKHQ,JRWLWµ
+LVDFFRXQWDOOXGHVWRDJRRGGHDORISHUVRQDOLQVLJKWRQ-RQDK·VSDUW,QVRPHFDVHV
the participants showed some disappointment in their older tattoos. For example, Alicia had
some tattoos that, while she does not want removed, are symbolic of a very different person
WKDQWKHSHUVRQVKHWKLQNVVKHLVWRGD\*HUJHQHQOLJKWHQVXVRQWKHSRLQWRILQGLYLGXDO·V
desire for authenticity. Perhaps, because the participants acknowledge that the tattoo does
not reflect their identities anymore, they may also have to acknowledge that what, at one
point in their life, felt like an authentic part of identity turns out to diminish over time. This
may, like Gergen proposes, create a sense of doubt as to the overall authenticity of the self.

Tattoos as Anchors for the Self
The second major theme to come from the analysis was tattoos' role as an anchor for
the self. The accounts from Alicia and Nikki give insight into the concept of numerous
LGHQWLWLHV$OLFLDWHOOVPH´,GHILQLWHO\IHHOOLNH,KDYHDGXDOLW\LQPH,·YHJRWDORWRI
different aspects and turning them into tattoos helps me remember those parts of me. So I
GRQ·WJHWFDXJKWXSLQRQHWKLQJµ)RU$OLFLDWKHQWKHWDWWRRUHLILHVYDOXDEOH´SDUWVµRIWKH
self. Each of what she views as conflicting instincts, drives and responses find a visual or
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symbolic form on the skin is specifically intended to keep any one of them from becoming
dominant at the expense of the others.
1LNNL·VFRPPHQWLVDOPRVWLGHQWLFDOEXWKHUZRUG-choice emphasizes a basic self
beneath the multiplicity that holds the facets of the self in a coherent orbit. Nikki states,
´0\LGHQWLW\FKDQJHVDORW,JXHVV,·GVD\,·PPXOWL-IDFHWHG$QG,·PLQWHUHVWHGLQDORWRI
different things and could easily fall into one thing or another. But I just want to remember
WKHEDVLFVRIZKR,DPDQGWKRVHWKLQJVWKDWGRPDNHPHPHµ
Though commonly described as addictive, within this sample Nikki was the only
SHUVRQWRGHVFULEHWDWWRRVDVVXFK6KHWKLQNVWKH\DUHDGGLFWLYHEHFDXVH´LW·VFRQQHFWLQJWR
some part of your personality. In general deciding on acknowledging and confirming some
part of my personality. You know, let me pick some visual way to represent this
FKDUDFWHULVWLFµ1LNNLVD\V´7KHPRUHWDWWRRV,KDYHWKHPRUHSDUWVRIP\SHUVRQDOLW\,
KDYHLQSODFHµ
1LNNL·VVWDWHPHQWVKRZVDFRPPLWPHQWWREHLQJDGDSWDEOH6KHVHHKHUDELOLW\WR
change as a positive thing. However she also appears to struggle with the threat of losing
distinct characteristics that make the individual who she is or believes herself to be. She
VD\V´,ZDQWWREHDSHUVRQWKDWFDQFKDQJHZKHQQHHGEHEXW,MXVWZDQWWRUHPHPEer the
EDVLFVRIZKDWPDNHVPHPHµ,QWKLVZD\1LNNL·VWDWWRRVVHFXUHWKRVHSLHFHVRIKHUVHOIWKDW
VKHGRHVQ·WZDQWWRORVH+HUVWDWHPHQWVKRZVDGHVLUHWRSHUPDQHQWO\LQVFULEHDQLGHDWR
prevent the loss of this idea. However according to some other accounts it appears that even
when individuals feel strongly enough about something to get it tattooed on them, they have
the potential to change over time into something very different from what they thought or
72

felt at an earlier time.
6WDF\·VDFFRXQWRIKHUWDWWRRVLVVLPLODUWRERWK$OLFLD·VDQG1LNNL·V6KHVD\V´7KH\
>KHUWDWWRRV@DOOVSHDNRIGLIIHUHQWDVSHFWVRIP\LGHQWLW\,KDYH$IULFDRQP\DUP,·PYHU\
proud of my heritage, proud of where I come from. If there was a big symbol for Creoles I
would totally get that tattooed on me. Because each one of those represents different
LGHQWLWLHVWKDW,KDYHµ
$ERXWWKHVROLGLILFDWLRQSURFHVVRILGHQWLW\WKURXJKERG\WDWWRRV6WDF\VD\V´7KH
tattoos kind of take something that like this social fiction or social identity that I have. I
FDQ·WH[DFWO\WRXFKLWRUIHHOLWEXW,SXWWKHWDWWRRRQPHDQG,FDQVHHLW,FDQWRXFKLW,
can feel it. It makes it more solid in a way and it reminds me constantly that these are
different aspects of you and they may not all blend together. But each one of these
FRQIOLFWLQJLGHQWLWLHVDUHQRWUHDOO\FRQIOLFWLQJ7KH\·UHDSDUWRI\RXµ
)XUWKHUPRUHVKHVD\V´7KH\WDNHVRPHWKLQJDEVWUDFWDQGPDNHLWYLVLEOHWRPHDQG
WRRWKHUVµ7KXVWKHERG\LWVHOIEHFRPHVWKHXQifying principle of the self. Even though the
facets of the self may be amorphous or even self-contradictory, the fact that they exist in
(and now on) one body transcends their apparent fluidity.
The comments from Alicia, Nikki and Stacy seem to suggest that applying Kenneth
*HUJHQ·VWKHRU\RIWKHVDWXUDWHGVHOIPD\EHDQHIIHFWLYHPHWKRGRIIUDPLQJDQGGHVFULELQJ
LQGLYLGXDOV·GHVLUHWRJHWWDWWRRHG$VLQGLYLGXDOVDUHH[SRVHGWRPDVVLYHDPRXQWVRI
information from an increasing variety of sources, the seOIJHWV¶PXGG\·ZLWKZKDW*HUJHQ
FDOOV¶VRFLDOJKRVWV·  $OOWKHDVSHFWVRIWKHVHOIPXVWEHNHSWLQSOD\EXWWKH\PXVW
always be authentic in some way, responsive only to the self that one is ultimately
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constructing. To tattoo oneself appears to clarify what is authentic, what one chooses or
affirms as an authentic part of the self, and it fixes them upon the self.

Describing the Role of Tattoos through Metaphor
Several participants chose to use metaphors to describe the role of their tattoos. Prior
discussion has shown that individuals ascribe a variety of roles and meanings to their
tattoos. The participants' tattoos have been shown to act as anchors for aspects of an
individual's personality, for people who have had a strong impact on the participant's life,
and as a general locus for memories. Some participants agreed that some tattoos were done
for nothing other than fun or curiosity. From the data gathered from the participants in this
study, there does not seem to be an overarching cultural consensus about what tattoos
V\PEROL]H$VZHOOWKHYDULHW\RIWKHSDUWLFLSDQWV·PHWDSKRUVVXSSRUWVWKHQRWLRQWKDW
within this society there seem to be very few rules about the role of tattoos. Unlike
traditional societies (Tahitian, Samoan, and Maori) in which tattoos generally maintain the
same styles and same cultural and social designations, Americans seem to use tattoos to
represent whatever they want.
Because there does not appear to be a general consensus about tattoos' role the
analogies aUHERWKYDULHGDQGLQGLYLGXDOPHDQLQJWKDWWKHSDUWLFLSDQWVWHQGHGWRVD\´P\
WDWWRRVDUHOLNHµUDWKHUWKDQVD\LQJ´DOOWDWWRRVDUHOLNHµ7KLVSKUDVLQJLQGLFDWHVWKDW
the participants recognize that meanings behind tattoos are personal rather than communal.
Thus, while several participants described their tattoos using metaphors, the analogies
varied from stories, narratives and remembering, to describing the multifactedness of the
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individual, to the cosmetic aspect of bodywork.
3-·VPHWDSKRr uses the concept of a conversation. His description indicates a real
OLIHGDLO\LQWHUDFWLRQEHWZHHQZKDW0HDGFDOOVWKH´,µDQGWKH´PHµ+HVDLG´,W·VOLNH
KDYLQJDFRQYHUVDWLRQZLWKP\VHOI:KHQ,ORRNDWLWDQGWKLQNDERXWWKLQJV,W·VMXVWXK,
mean, you change every day VRWRORRNEDFNDQGHYHQWKRXJK\RX·UHQRWWKDWSHUVRQ\RX
UHDOO\VWLOODUHDQG\RX·YHFKDQJHGEXWVRPHWKLQJVQHYHUGRµ7KHWKHPHRIFKDQJHZDV
SURPLQHQWZLWKLQWKLVVDPSOH/DWHUGLVFXVVLRQH[SODLQVLQGHWDLOWKHSDUWLFLSDQWV·
worldviews. While the participants emphasized the issue of change, they also, like P.J.
frame their tattoos as a possible coping mechanism for such change. By describing his
tattoos as a conversation, it may be possible to interpret the role of his tattoos as similar to
that of the narrative in that as we experience time phenomenologically, we are reflecting or
having conversations with ourselves. Through this process we are able to bridge conflicting
LGHQWLWLHVRYHUWLPH7KHUROHRI3-·VWDWWRRVVHHPto help him to reflect on himself in the
past.
$OLFLDGHVFULEHGKHUWDWWRRVDV´SXVKSLQVRQDPDSµ/LNH3- V$OLFLD VPHWDSKRU
DOOXGHVWRWKHUROHRIKHUWDWWRRVDVDZD\RIUHPHPEHULQJKHUSDVW0DWW·VGHVFULSWLRQLV
VLPLODU+HVDLG´7KH\·UH>WDWWRRV@DUHOLNHVFDUV6FDUVZLOOUHPLQG\RXRIWKLQJVµ,QGHHG
we have not discussed scarification so far, but this is a rather popular practice, in which the
VNLQLVEXUQHGRUFXWWRSXUSRVHIXOO\OHDYHDVFDU7KLVLVVRPHWLPHVFDOOHG¶EUDQGLQJ·DV
well. Generally, the roles of both tattooing and scarification are similar, although branding
is more commonly symbolic of group affiliation. P.J., Alicia, and Matt all chose a metaphor
that evokes one's ability to remember and further supports the study's major finding that
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tattoos tend to serve a remembering role.
Stacy chose to employ the use of metaphor to describe her piercings. Her metaphor
indicates an aspect that heretofore the research has only touched on. That is that bodywork
is often done for cosmetic purposes. Similar to Indian henna tattoos, piercings and
permanent tattoos are quite often done because they look pretty. They are done specifically
WRHPSKDVL]HRUHQKDQFHWKHEHDXW\RIWKHZHDUHU6WDFH\VDLG´,DOZD\VH[SODLQLWWRP\
mom like, Mom, she puts on makeup in the morning to make herself look pretty. Even if
VKH·VQRWJRLQJDQ\ZKHUHVKHSXWVRQPDNHXS$QG,ZDVOLNHWKDW·VZKDWP\SLHUFLQJVDUH
7KH\DUHP\SHUPDQHQWPDNHXSµ
Stacey does see a slight difference between her piercings and her tattoos. She acknowledges
that the tattoos are more symbolic of specific things. But she also notes that her piercings
have become so normal to her that without them she does not feel like herself or that
something integral to her sense of self is missing.
&KHOVHDXVHVDSX]]OHPHWDSKRULQOLJKWRIKHUYDULRXVWDWWRRV6KHVDLG´7KH\·UHDOO
YHU\GLIIHUHQW7KH\GRQ·WKDYHDVLQJOHWKHPH$QG,NQRZ,·OOSUREDEO\JHWPRUHWDWWRRVLQ
WKHIXWXUHDQGWKH\·OOSUREDEO\EHOLNHDMLJVDZSX]]OHµ&KHOVHD·s metaphor highlights her
sense of multifacetedness. It also indicates her ideas about the future. Because she says that
WKH\·OOSUREDEO\EHOLNHDMLJVDZSX]]OHZHPD\DVVXPHWKDW&KHOVHDVHHVKHU
multifacetedness as something that will remain with her. However, the puzzle metaphor
also assumes that after all the pieces are in place there will be a whole picture. So even
though she says that among her tattoos there is no single theme, together they say
something important about her sense of self as a whole.
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Chelsea's metaphor brings the discussion to an important distinction between the role
of tattoos. Support for the distinction between tattoo's ability to represent parts of an
individual's identity and tattoo's ability to define an individual's identity was found from
every respondent interviewed. From explaining this contrast in the role of tattoos and
acknowledging that tattoos alone did not define identity, important information emerged
about how the individuals did define their identity. This important distinction leads the
discussion to the final major finding, which explores individual's perceptions of themselves.

A Critical Distinction in the Role of Tattoos
There is ample evidence that some respondents frame some of their tattoos as
representing and anchoring aspects of their sense of self. However, the participants were
UHOXFWDQWWRVD\WKDWWKHLUWDWWRRV´GHILQHGµWKHLULGHQWLWLHV:KDWHPHUJHGIURPWKHGDWD
DQDO\VLVZDVERWKDFRPSOH[DQGVWURQJGLVWLQFWLRQEHWZHHQWDWWRR·VDELOLW\WRUHSresent
SDUWVRIWKHLUUHVSHFWLYHSHUVRQDOLWLHVDQGDWDWWRR·VDELOLW\WRGHILQHWKHVHOI,WZDVFRPPRQ
for the participants to think that others' perceptions were highly influenced by their body
work. While the respondents did not feel as if their tattoos defined them, some felt as if
other's defined them by their tattoos.
Jane was set against the idea that her tattoos defined her identity. To explain she
VD\V´1R1R%HFDXVHWKDW·VMXVWDSDUWRIGHFRUDWLQJWKHSDFNDJHIRUPH,W·VOLNH
accessorizing. The only way I think they would really define me is if I were to do a whole
ERG\SURMHFW/LNHWKHOL]DUGJX\µ+RZHYHUVKHDJUHHGWKDWWKH\UHSUHVHQWHGSDUWVRIKHU
personality.
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-DQHUHYHDOVKRZVKHSHUFHLYHVRIWDWWRRV·SRWHQWLDOWRGHILQHWKHVHOIthrough the
wholesale commitment of the body to body art, but distinguishes it from the freer use of art
to express oneself more discriminately. It is worth speculating whether this is because more
discrimination by definition implies the subject is declaULQJZKDW´UHIOHFWVDVSHFWVRIP\VHOIµ
and what does not.
Jonah believes that his tattoo was representative of identity in the past, but that he
KDVFKDQJHGVLQFHWKHQ-RQDK·VUHFRUGDGDSWHULVPRUHUHSUHVHQWDWLYHRIWKHSHUVRQKHZDV
than the person he LVWRGD\+HVDLG´$WRQHWLPH,WKLQNLWGLGEXW,GRQ·WWKLQNLWGRHV
DQ\PRUHµ-RQDKGRHVQRWGHILQHKLPVHOIDVD'-DQ\PRUH7KHUHIRUHKHGRHVQ·WQHFHVVDULO\
feel like the tattoo defines him.
Matt agreed that his tattoos were representative of parts of his personality. He said,
´2K\HDK'HILQLWHO\$ORWRILW>WKHWDWWRRV@\RXFDQVHH\RXURZQSHUVRQDOLW\LQDORWRI
LWµ+RZHYHUKLVODWHUVWDWHPHQWVKRZVWKDWZKHUHKHGRHVQ·WWKLQNKLVWDWWRRVGHILQHKLP
he does think others tend to see his tattoos as a defining characteristic of his identity. Matt
VDLG´,GRQ·WWKLQNVR,WKLQNDORWRISHRSOHWKLQNWKH\GRWKRXJKµ0HDQLQJWKDWRIWHQ
others with judge his identity based on his tattoos alone.
P.J. does not think that his tattoos define him. Rather his tattoos serve as a kind of
VFUDSERRNRIWKHSDVW+HVDLG´,GRQ·WWKLQNWKH\GHILQHPHEXWWKH\·UHGHILQLWHO\«,
PHDQLW·VGHILQLWHO\VRPHWKLQJ,KROGRQWRµ%XWLQDQRWKHUVHQVHOLNH0DWW3-WKLQNVWKDW
more often others judge him based on his tattoos. Generally he thinks that most people view
KLPDVDEDGSHUVRQ+HVDLG´%HFDXVHRWKHUSHRSOHMXGJHWDWWRRHGSHRSOHDVZLOGRU
LUUHVSRQVLEOHRUMXVWSODLQEDGSHRSOH7KH\PLJKWWKLQNOLNH¶2KWKLVSHUVRQGRHVWKLVRU
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GRHVWKDW·DQGWKDW·V>WKHWDWWRRVDQGWKHLUDVVRFLDWLRQV@PD\EHDOOWKH\VHHµ)RUDOOWKH
participants, the general feeling was that others tended to define their identities based on
their tattoos, but their tattoos did not solely define the way they see themselves.
ThLVGLVWLQFWLRQXSRQUHIOHFWLRQUHYHDOVDVWURQJDUJXPHQWIRU*LGGHQV·  SULRU
DVVHUWLRQWKDWLGHQWLW\LVWREHIRXQGLQRQH·VDELOLW\WRNHHSDSDUWLFXODUQDUUDWLYHJRLQJRYHU
WLPH7KHSDUWLFLSDQWV·UHOXFWDQFHWRVD\WKDWWDWWRRVDORQHKDGWKHDELOLty to define them
VKRZVWKDWLGHQWLW\LVPRUHFRPSOH[WKDQWKHLUWDWWRR·VGHSLFWLRQVDORQH7KHWDWWRRDFWVDVD
VQDSVKRWRIRQH·VOLIH(VVHQWLDOO\LWLVERXQGLQWLPHWKHUHIRUHUHSUHVHQWDWLYHRIWKHSDVWDQG
is generally unable to incorporate the present and future. When pressed to explain this
distinction further, the participants argued that their identities, while numerous, would
UHTXLUHPXFKPRUHWKDQWKHLUWDWWRRVFRXOGSRVVLEO\WHOO)RUH[DPSOH3-VD\V´,W·VQRWD
two-hour conversation, but it·VGHILQLWHO\QRWDVKRUWDQVZHUµ
As the next section will show, most of the respondents agreed that identity was not a
short answer. Not only did all of the respondents state that they perceived themselves as
having multiple identities, but also each respondent used a variety of methods to describe
their identity.
Individual's perceptions of themselves proved to be a highly complex issue, which was
relative to time on several levels. The respondents' accounts indicate that identity can
change across years, days, and hours. There was also an indication that the general sense of
multiplicity may decrease over time. Identity was also structured and managed according to
social situations. The following discussion turns to the study's final major finding, which
explores individual's various perceptions of the self and also reveals the range of the ways in
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which the participants viewed, explained, and described their identities.

Perceptions of the Self
The third major theme discussed here is how individuals perceive their identities³
specifically whether individuals experience a multiplicity of selves or identities as posited by
theorists such as Gergen (1991) and Giddens (1991). One of the main theoretical claims
addressed in this study was the case that individuals are experiencing a multiplicity of
identities in their day-to-day lives. The findings here indicate that all of the participants view
themselves as containing a variety of personality traits that coincide with a range of varying
interests. IndeedUHVSRQVHVWRWKHVXJJHVWLRQWKDWWDWWRRVDUHFRH[WHQVLYHZLWKRQH·VLGHQWLW\
provoked an aggressive defense of the multiplicity of the self, suggesting that respondents
value the freedom and complexity that comes with eluding a final self-definition.

Multiple Identities
Chelsea defined her identity by acknowledging that it has changed over time.
&KHOVHDVD\V´,ZRXOGVD\WKDWP\LGHQWLW\LVQRWFRQFUHWHEXWWKDWLWVIOXLGGHSHQGLQJRQ
ZKDWSRLQW,·PDWLQP\OLIHµ)RU&KHOVHDWLPHKDVFOHDUO\EHHn a factor in how she sees her
identity. Chelsea notes how personalities change over long periods of time, but further
discussion shows that Chelsea also feels the need to be different kinds of people at different
WLPHV´,WKLQN,KDYHPXOWLSOHLGHQWLWLHV«ZHOOVHH,UHDOO\GRQ·WNQRZ,WKLQNLWDOO
GHSHQGVRQWKHVLWXDWLRQ,·PLQ,W·VQRWWKDW,·PWU\LQJWRDFWOLNHGLIIHUHQWSHRSOHEXWLW·V
MXVWRQHHOHPHQWRIZKR,DPDWWKHWLPHµ
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6WDF\·VDFFRXQWLVHTXDOO\UHYHDOLQJZKHQVKHGHVFULEHVKRZDWRQH point in her life
she felt as if her identity changed on a day-to-day basis. She also relates that this was
FRQIXVLQJ6KHVDLG´,WKLQNIRUPH,GLGKDYHWKDWSKDVHZKHUH,ZDVOLNH´+RZFRPH,·P
OLNHWKLVRQHGD\DQGWRWDOO\GLIIHUHQWWKDWQH[W"µ/LNH I have to pick a side. And when I got
ROGHU,ZDVOLNH´)XFNWKDW,·PQRWJRQQDSLFNDVLGH,·PJRQQDEHJLUO\WRGD\DQGEXWFK
WRPRUURZµ,·PJRQQDVKDYHP\KHDG1RZ,·PJRQQDKDYHGUHDGORFNV1RZ,·PJRQQD
KDYHVWUDLJKWKDLU,GRQ·WFDUH,OLNHWKe fact that I can be fluid with any identity that I
KDYHµ
Nikki's account of possible multiple identities is explained by the fact that she
UHVSRQGVWRDWOHDVWIRXUGLIIHUHQWQDPHVGHSHQGLQJRQZKRVKHLVZLWK1LNNLVD\V´)DPLO\
views me a certain way and they call me one name. And guys view me a certain way and
they call me another and girls view me a certain way and they call me a different one. Um, I
GRQ·WZKLFKFDPHILUVW/LNHWKHLUSHUFHSWLRQRULIWKDW·VDFWXDOO\ZKR,ZDVEXW,NLQGRI
grew into it for a while. Between high school and my early twenties I grew into all those
GLIIHUHQWWKLQJVµ$WWKHHQGRI1LNNL VVWDWHPHQWVKHDOOXGHVWRDFRQIXVLRQDERXWVXFK
QXPHURXVLGHQWLWLHV6KHQRWHVWKDWVKHGRHVQ·WNQRZZKLFKFDPHILUVWHLWKHUDVXSposed
¶QDWXUDO·PXOWLIDFHWHGQHVVRIKHUSHUVRQDOLW\RUVRFLHW\·VSHUFHSWLRQRIKHUKDYLQJGLIIHUHQW
LGHQWLWLHV1LNNL·VFRPPHQWVXSSRUWVWKHPRGHUQLVWYLHZWKDWLGHQWLW\LVHVWDEOLVKHGWKURXJK
the interaction between the inner and outer world. Her response further suggests that at a
particular stage in life this can be confusing. However her account also notes that over time
the feeling of multifacetedness PD\GHFUHDVH1LNNLVDLG´,RQO\KDYHWZRQRZ$ZRUNVHOI
DQGDKRPHVHOIµ
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Jonah does not claim to have numerous identities presently. However, he does
GHVFULEHDVWUXJJOHWRGHILQHLGHQWLW\ZKHQKHZDV\RXQJHU+HVD\V´+RQHVWO\ZKHQ,ZDV
\RXQJHUPXVLFUHDOO\ZDVQ·WDELJSDUWRIP\OLIH,ZDVWKHFOXHOHVVNLG,KDGQRLGHDDERXW
Pop culture. I ZDVLQP\RZQOLWWOHZRUOG$QG\HDK,VWUXJJOHGZLWKWKDWIRUDORQJWLPHµ
Jonah felt that his lack of knowledge about pop culture kept him from creating relationships
EHFDXVHKHKDGOLWWOHWRWDONDERXWZLWKSHHUVDWWKHWLPH+HVD\V´,IHOWOLNH, should have
RSLQLRQVDERXWWKDWVWXIIFDXVHHYHU\ERG\HOVHGLG,IHOWLVRODWHGµ
It was music that eventually gave Jonah his first real sense of identity. He explains,
´6HH,KDGDOZD\VZDWFKHG079DQGGXJRQWKHYLGHRVEXWLWZDV«,WZDVQ·WOLNH,KDd an
RSLQLRQDERXWDQ\RILW,WMXVWZDV,WKLQNWKDW·VZK\,JRWLQWR'--ing so much. It was
different. It was kind of my own thing. It was something different that I could form an
RSLQLRQDERXWDQGUHODWHLWWRRWKHUVWXII,WZDVDJRRGWKLQJIRUPHµ
+RZHYHUVLPLODUWRVRPHRI$OLFLD·VWDWWRRV-RQDKVWDWHGWKDWKLVWDWWRRZDVQRW
QHFHVVDULO\UHSUHVHQWDWLYHRIKLVLGHQWLW\DQ\PRUH+HVDLG´1R,·YHFKDQJHGVLQFHWKHQµ
Thus his tattoo is symbolic of a specific personal interest that helped to give him a sense of
identity in his youth, but does not apply to his sense of identity now. Still, Jonah does not
wish to get his tattoo removed. He wants to remember that part of his life. Perhaps this can
EHDWWULEXWHGWRQRVWDOJLFLPSXOVHVEXW-RQDK·VLQterest in music and DJ-ing are also integral
pieces to his identity when the self is seen as a narrative.
Matt acknowledges that his identities have coalesced due to age. To explain, after a
WKRXJKWIXOSDXVHKHVD\V´:HOOWKDW·VNLQGDKDUGWRVD\At the beginning, yeah. Over the
ODVWWHQ\HDUVQR,·YHEHHQWKHVDPH%XWZKHQ,ZDVJHWWLQJWDWWRRV,ZDVFKDQJLQJDORW
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%XWQRZWKDW,·PROGHU,GRQHILJXUHGRXWZKDW,ZDQWWRGRµ
Jane also acknowledges that age may be a factor in the process of solidifying identity.
:KHQVKHZDV\RXQJKHUSDUHQWV·VHSDUDWLRQUHTXLUHGKHUWRWDNHRQDFDUHJLYHUUROHWRKHOS
UDLVHKHU\RXQJHUVLVWHU:KLOH-DQHGRHVVD\WKDWVKHLV´DYHUDJHDQGPDGHXSRIPDQ\
GLIIHUHQWSDUWVDWDQ\JLYHQWLPHµKHUHDUO\FKLOGKRRGH[SHULHQFHV´KHOSHG>KHU@GHYHORSWR
WKH¶WKHUH·VDWLPHDQGSODFHIRULWDOO·µQRWLRQ³meaning that as a child she recognized that,
´PDQ\GLIIHUHQWSDUWVPDNHWKHZKROHµEXW´WKHUHDUHFHUWDLQSDUWVWKDWDUHPRUH
DSSURSULDWHDWFHUWDLQWLPHVµ
-DQH·Vexperience shows that even at a very early age, individuals are learning how to
manage several different facets of their personalities and how roles that one takes on even as
a young child can shape how she thinks of herself as an adult. Jane goes on to sa\´,WKLQN
as you grow to accept yourself and appreciate who you are, you're more comfortable to
realize that you are carrying yourself throughout all of your daily activities depending on
ZKHUH\RX·UHDWRUZKR\RX·UHZLWKEXW\RX·UHPRUHVHOHFWLYHDERXt how much of you you
JHWWRVKDUHLQDQ\JLYHQVLWXDWLRQµ
All the participants agreed that having multiple identities and multiple interests was
quite normal. ,QGHHGWKH\FRQILUP*HRUJH+HUEHUW0HDG·VQRWLRQWKDW´PXOWLSOH
personalities are in a certaiQVHQVHQRUPDOµ 0HDGTXRWHGLQ5LW]HU 0RUHRYHU
WKHUHVSRQGHQWVVXJJHVWWKDWH[SHULHQFLQJDFRQIXVLRQDERXWRQH·VLGHQWLW\LVVLPSO\DSDUW
of JURZLQJXS3RVWPRGHUQLVWDQG0RGHUQLVWWKHRULHVXVHWKHZRUGV¶IUDJPHQWDWLRQ·DQG
¶VDWXUDWLRQ·LQa distinctly negative context to describe individuals in this era of late
PRGHUQLW\$VZHOOWKH\GHVFULEHWKHFRQWHPSRUDU\LQGLYLGXDODV¶JUDVSLQJIRUDQFKRUVWRD
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VHQVHRIUHDOLW\·DQGH[SHULHQFLQJD¶OLIHORQJVWUXJJOHWRFUHDWHDVHQVHRIVHOIµ,WDSpears
that the idea that individuals experience a multiplicity of selves is a valid one. However, the
findings here indicate that a) individuals see this struggle as normal, b) individuals can
creatively adapt to such struggles, and c) that a sense of multiplicity may decrease over time.

Multiple Ways of Describing Identities
Another aim of this study was to explore how individuals define their identity. From
the eight respondents came six different aspects of the self that were reported as significant
to their respective identities. The participants used a variety of methods to describe or define
their identities including physical attributes, personal interests, personality traits, likes and
dislikes, relationships with others, and sexuality.

Parts of Personality
Several respondents used features of their personalities to define their identities. It is clear
that quite a few of the participants saw these features as innate. These aspects of their
personalities are framed as features that make the individual who he or she is. Within parts of
personality, likes and dislikes, as well as so-called 'quirks' are included in this method of defining
identity. As contrasted with 'Relationships with Others', participants often framed their 'physical
attributes' and 'parts of personality' as things they had no choice over. In short, they did not view
these features of their identities as socially constructed. Rather, they viewed them as immutable
aspects of the self that could be consciously controlled but not changed. For other respondents,
identity rested on the kinds of social choices the individual made.
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Jonah approached his identity by describing the kinds of things he likes. Jonah
GHVFULEHVKLVLGHQWLW\DV´$ELJNLG0RVWRIWKHWLPH8P,OLNHWRODXJKa lot. And I like to
kid around and joke. I have a hard time letting go of things³like childhood things, little
WKLQJV%XW,PHDQZHDOOKDYHWRJURZXSEXW,ZRXOGQRWOLNHWRORVHWKDWSDUWRIP\VHOIµ
-RQDK·VILQDOVHQWHQFHUHYHDOVDFRPPRQWKUHDGDPRng the participants, which is that there
DSSHDUVWRH[LVWDVHQVHRIWHPHULW\DERXWRQH·VLGHQWLW\,WDSSHDUVWREHDUDWKHUIUDJLOH
thing that is threatened by time. His reference to childhood things may indicate that, for
Jonah, his past is integral to who the kind of person he wants to be in the present.
1LNNLGHILQHVKHUVHOIWKURXJKDFNQRZOHGJLQJSDUWVRIKHUSHUVRQDOLW\6KHVD\V´,
KDYHLPSXOVHLVVXHV,OLNHWRGRWKLQJVRQDZKLP,JXHVV,·GVD\,·PPXOWL-faceted. And
,·PLQWHUHVWHGLQDORWRIGLIIHUHQWWKLQJVDQGFRXOGHDVLO\IDOOLQWRRQHWKLQJRUDQRWKHUµ
Alicia and Nikki tended to define their identity by describing features of their personality.
$OLFLDGHVFULEHVLGHQWLW\LQDGLIIHUHQWZD\E\UHODWLQJDQRYHUDOOSHUVRQDOLW\WUDLWVKH·V
REVHUYHGRYHUKHUOLIHWLPH6KHVD\V´,JHWVLFNRIWKLQJVDQGUHDG\WRWU\QHZWKLQJV
TXLFNO\0\WKLQJLVDOZD\VGRLQJGLIIHUHQWVWXII7KDW·VZKDWGHILQHVPHµ+RZHYHUODWHULQ
the interview while discussing her right arm, which is dedicated to works by artist that have
LQVSLUHGKHU$OLFLDVD\V´0\ULJKWDUPVOHHYHLVIXOORIDUWLVWVWKDW,OLNHDQGKDYHEHHQ
LQVSLUHGE\,JXHVVWKDWGHILQHVPHDVDQDUWLVWµ6RVLPLODUWR-RQDK$OLFLDXVHGKHUOLNHV
and dislikes to describe her identity.
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Physical Attributes
6WDF\EHJLQVZLWKDOLVW6KHWHOOVPH´2ND\%ODFNIHPDOHOHVELDQIHPLQLVW
DFWLYLVWNLQNVWHUZLQHWDVWHUµ/LVWLQJDWWULEXWHVZDVDQRWKHUFRPPRQPHWKRGWKH
participants used to describing identity. Stacy acknowledges that female, along with other
IHDWXUHVRIKHULGHQWLW\LVDVRFLDOFRQVWUXFWLRQ6KHH[SODLQV´2ND\WHUPVOLNHIHPDOHDQG
ZRPDQ,KDGWRILQGRXWZKDWWKDWPHDQWIRUPH'R,LGHQWLI\WKDW"2ND\\HV,GRµ6KH
VD\VWKHVDPHWKLQJDERXWWKHWHUP¶EODFN·6WDFH\·VWDttoos then reflect her own personal
conceptions of overarching social discourses such as race and gender. She identifies as
female and Black, but appears to pick and choose which aspects of femininity and Blackness
she wants to identify with. She also chose to describe things she was interested in, such as
wine tasting.
Stacy appears to be comfortable with her sexuality. But more than that, she sees it as
DQLQWHJUDOSDUWRIKHUVHQVHRIVHOI,QWKLVFDVHERWK¶OHVELDQ·DQG¶NLQNVWHU·UHIHUWRVH[XDO
preferences. Importantly, these two aspects of her personality are also forms of group
identification. Not only do these labels provide a vocabulary to distinguish her personal
preferences, but they also give her access to a sense of belonging within the two groups. She
describes a sense of confusion about emerging interests. What at one point seemed like a
SHUVRQDOLQWHUHVWKDVEHFRPHDIDFHWRIKHULGHQWLW\6KHVD\V´1RZ,·PFRPSOHWHO\
immersed. I belong to a BDSM community here. Now I could never disassociate with it. It
ZRXOGEHOLNHVD\LQJ,·PQRWDOHVELDQµ
However, Stacy also makes the point that in the past she used labels to define herself,
but over time found that from initially feeling liberated, eventually these labels became
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restrictive. She XVHGKHU´*RWKµSKDVHDVDQH[DPSOH6KHVDLG´,KDGD*RWKSKDVHLQKLJK
VFKRRO%XWLWZDVNLQGDOLNH,GRQ·WOLNHWREHUHVWULFWHG,GRQ·WOLNHWRZHDUWKLVXQLIRUP
6RPHWLPHV,ZDQQDZHDUEULJKWFRORUV,GRQ·WZDQWWROLVWHQWRMXVWWKLV,ZDQWWo listen to
IRONPXVLFWRR,WKLQN,KDYHJURZQIURPEHLQJFRQVWULFWLQJWREHLQJPRUHRSHQDQGWKDW·V
DOORZHGPHWRILQGWKDW,GRKDYHPXOWLSOHLGHQWLWLHVDQGWKHUH·VQRWKLQJZURQJZLWKWKDWµ
&KHOVHDEHJLQV´:HOO«P\LGHQWLW\,ZRXOGMXVWWHOOWKHPWKDW,·PDORWRIGLIIHUHQW
WKLQJVLQRQH,ORYH«,·PDVH[XDOSHUVRQDQG,ORYHNQRZOHGJHDQG,KDYHDORWRI«,
could be described by my disability. So I would say that my identity is not concrete but that
LW·VIOXLGGHSHQGLQJRQZKDWSRLQW,·PDWLQP\OLIHµ&KHOVHD·VDQVZHULVUDWKHUUHYHDOLQJ
because she goes through several different avenues toward defining her identity without
truly settling on one method. Chelsea and Stacey are the only two people who specifically
addressed physical aspects of the body as relating to their identity. Perhaps, these two
individuals may see their bodies as more salient aspects of their identities as a response to
social marginalization, Stacy is a black woman and Chelsea is a physically disabled, white
woman. This issue of marginalization is expanded upon within the discussion of the gender
analysis.
Both personality features and physical attributes are framed as innate characteristics
of the individual. Such features, perhaps because they appear to be innate, are possibly
viewed as authentic aspects of identity. However, the final two respondents define their
identities using, not innate characteristics, but individual choices. As Jane and P.J. describe
how they relate to others, either intimately on a larger society scale, their accounts reveal
that the most salient aspects to their self perceptions are the personal choices one makes. For
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P.J. whether to follow the social nine-to-five norm or for Jane in how she carries herself on a
daily basis, identity appears to be more about what you make it than what one perceives
him or herself to be.

Relationship to Others
How the participants related to others was not the most common avenue used to
define identity. Only two of the participants situated themselves in the context of society or
VRFLDOUHODWLRQVKLSVDVDPHWKRGRIGHILQLQJLGHQWLW\-DQH·VLGHDRILGHQWLW\LV´KRZ,FDUU\
P\VHOILQOLIHDQGZKDW,GRZLWKP\IULHQGVDQGIDPLO\µ+HUFKRLFHWRUHOD\WKLVH[DPSOH
of her identity shows that, for her, the most salient aspect of identity is how she relates with
those individuals with whom she maintains close relationships. Jane views this aspect of
KHUVHOIDVGHILQLQJEHFDXVHVKHVD\V´,WKLQNWKDWGHILQHVPHPRUHWKDQZKDW,ZHDURUZKDW
tattoos I have just because thDW·VWKHNLQGRIVWXIIWKDW·VVWLOODURXQGZKHQ\RX·UHJRQH
7KDW·VZKDWSHRSOHZLOOUHPHPEHUDERXW\RX7KH\ZRQ·WQHFHVVDULO\UHPHPEHUP\NLFN-ass
converse tattoos, but that I have a good heart and a good soul. And had compassion in my
OLIHIRURWKHUVµ
For P.J., his identity is more centered on how his concept of himself clashes with
VRFLHW\DVDZKROH+HVD\V´,GRQ·WZDQWWRIROORZWKHQRUP,GRQ·WZDQWWREHDSDUWRI
the nine-to-ILYH$PHULFDQZD\,·PPRUHRIDQLQQRYDWRUµ,QGHHG3-VHHVKLPVelf as a
SLUDWHDQGUHEHO3-·VGHILQLWLRQRIKLPVHOIFRPHVE\ZD\RIGHILQLQJZKDWKHLVE\
recognizing what he is not. In particular he is not a typical American (typical from his point
of view). For P.J. and Jane, their identity is strongly related both to how they compare,
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contrast, and relate to the larger society and to intimate friends and family. It is their
individual roles within and in relation to society that serve as the most salient of identity
features.
Having to describe their identities all the respondents, regardless of which method
they chose to use, were actively engaging in a reflexive process of reflecting on a life-time of
their own perceptions, other's perceptions and, if Gergen is right, all the social ghosts that
individuals internalize over time. From all those, individuals chose which aspects to
highlight as salient to their sense of self and which aspects were irrelevant. Even though the
participants agreed that identity was complex they were generally able to condense a few
important aspects of either their personalities, physical attributes, or personal choices into a
cohesive description of how they view themselves. Effectively, the respondents were actively
creating narratives as they described their identities.
What is noteworthy about the respondent's description of their own self perceptions
is that each person made specific choices about what they view as important. The issue of
choosing identity highlights an essential aspect of narrative theory which recognizes that
identity construction is a highly conscious process of decision making on the part of the
individual as to which parts will be integrated into the story and which parts will be left out.
Narratives have been shown to serve as a method in which individuals create a cohesive
sense of self among conflicting identities across time. Similar to how individuals make sense
of identity is how they make sense of the world at large. The next section explores how the
respondents used this same reflective process to describe their personal worldviews, life
philosophies, and life-lessons.
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Narrating the Self
The respondents engaged in narrating the self when they described their identities.
They do the same when describing their worldviews. These worldviews were framed as life
philosophies and life lessons learned over time. The respondents' reflections on life lessons
are examples of how individuals create narratives and the philosophies that come from such
reflection are can be viewed as personal theories which aim to explain an overarching
conception of the world. Narrating the self argues that individuals actively reflect on the
past in order to bridge a tension between conflicting selves, and thus create a better
understanding of the self and the external world in the present. These life lessons and
subsequent philosophies help to provide a better understanding of the self in the past, the
self in the present, as well as, how to best anticipate the future.
Six of the eight respondents expressed their greatest lesson as understanding that life
changes and suggesting that one should be prepared for change, as well as learn from it. The
participants generally acknowledged that they have changed over time so it follows that they
narrate both their internal selves and the external world as constantly changing. Therefore,
if the world is always changing then it normalizes and in a sense justifies the tendency for
the self to change as well.
3-VD\V´3KLORVRSK\«KPP<RXNQRZWKHUH·VVRPDQ\IRUFHUWDLQVLWXDWLRQVEXt
DKIRUPH,ZRXOGMXVWKDYHWRKROGWUXHWRVLPSOLFLW\µ%HFDXVHKHVD\V´:KHQ,ORRNDWLW
[the world] and think about things. ,W·V just uh, I mean, you change every day so to look
EDFNDQGHYHQWKRXJK\RX·UHQRWWKDWSHUVRQ\RXUHDOO\VWLOODUHDQG \RX·YHFKDQJHGEXW
VRPHWKLQJVQHYHUGR/LNHWKHWDWWRRDQGWKDW·VVRPHWKLQJWKDWOLNH\RXVDLGD
90

FRPPLWPHQWDQGWKDW·VVRPHWKLQJ,VWDQGE\µ:KDWLVIDVFLQDWLQJDERXW3-·VUHVSRQVHLV
that he goes on to argue that despite the world changing, including the birth of his son, he
GRHVQRW3-VD\V´,WDNHSULGHLQVWLOOEHLQJZKR,DPDQGOLYLQJWKHZD\,GR6RPH
people might do this or this happens to them and they change and I refuse to change who I
am because of something else in life. I live a FHUWDLQZD\DQGKH>KLVVRQ@ZDVQ·WJRLQJWR
FKDQJHPHEHFDXVHRIWKDWµ
$OLFLDUHLWHUDWHVWKHFRQFHSWRIDFKDQJLQJZRUOG6KHVD\V´*UHDWHVW
lesson?...maybe the greatest lesson I've learned is that everything changes. Things are
constantly evolving and shifting, good and bad. That's pretty funny considering what I do
IRUDOLYLQJ«KDKDµ$OLFLDUHFRJQL]HVWKHLURQ\RIKHUMREDVDFUHDWRURISHUPDQHQFHDQG
her concept that the world is always changing. She also brings up the second most common
theme of worldviews, which was that individuals should simply try to be the best people
WKH\DUHFDSDEOHRI$OLFLDVDLG´,WU\WROLYHP\OLIHWRWKHEHVWRIP\DELOLWLHVwithout
stepping on anyone in the process. I don't expect any sort of reward in a future life (or
particularly in this one) but I just want to go to sleep at night knowing I've done the best I
can with each thing that has come my direction.
6WDF\VDLG´0DQWKDW·VDGHHSTXHVWLRQ7KDW\RXFDQ·WFKDQJHWKHSDVWHYHQLI\RX
want to. That the bHVWWKLQJ\RXFDQGRLVWROHDUQIURPLWRZQLWDQGPRYHRQµ+HUOLIH
SKLORVRSK\UHLWHUDWHV$OLFLD·VUHVSRQVHDERXWMXVWWU\LQJWREHWKHEHVWSHUVRQ\RXFDQEH
6WDF\VDLG´,ZRXOGWKLQNWKDWP\OLIHSKLORVRSK\LVWREHEHWWHUWKDQ,ZDVWKHGD\EHIRUH.
7KDW·VZKDW,WU\WRGR%HEHWWHUWKDQ,ZDVWKHGD\EHIRUHDQGEHPRUHRSHQ,OLNH,ZDQW
to be as wide across the gap as possible. As far as accepting, experiencing and
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XQGHUVWDQGLQJµ
1LNNL VDQG-RQDK·VDQVZHUVWRWKHWZRTXHVWLRQVDUHHTXDOO\VLPLODUWR3-·V6WDF\·V
DQG$OLFLD·V$IWHUJLYLQJLWDJRRGGHDORIWKRXJKW1LNNLVDLG´7KLVLVZKDWLWLV,W·VQRW
EHLQJDIUDLGWRDSRORJL]H$QGQRWEHLQJDIUDLGWRFKDQJH-XVWEHFDXVHWKDW·VKRZ\RXKDYH
EHHQGRHVQ·WPHDQWKDW·VKRZ\RXKDYHWREHµ,QHDUOLHUSDUWVRIKHULQWHUYLHZVKHDOOXGHG
WRDVLPLODURXWORRN1LNNLPHQWLRQHGWKDWLW·VLPSRUWDQWWRKHUWREHFDSDEOHRIFKDQJHDV
PXFKDVEHLQJFDSDEOHRIUHWDLQLQJWKHWKLQJVWKDWPDNHKHULGHQWLW\-RQDK·VUHVSRQVH
reiterates the idea of change, but also notes that the changes are not necessarily what one
expects or desires, but that individuals should learn to deal with such disappointment. He
VDLG´7KDWWKLQJVGRQ·WDOZD\VZRUNRXWWKHZD\\RXZDQWWKHPWRWKLQJVDUHJRQQD
change and you·YHJRWWRGHDOZLWKLWµ
-DQHDQG0DWWDUHWKHVWXG\·VROGHVWSDUWLFLSDQWVE\DERXWWHQ\HDUV%RWKKDYH
GLIIHULQJSHUVSHFWLYHRQOLIH·VJUHDWHVWOHVVRQDQGSHUVRQDOOLIHSKLORVRSKLHV-DQH·VJUHDWHVW
OHVVRQLVWR´7UXVW\RXUJXW6RPHWLPHVZKDWRWKHU SHRSOHDUHWHOOLQJ\RXLVQRWZKDW·V
UHDOO\JRLQJRQ,I\RX·YHJRWDIHHOLQJDERXWVRPHWKLQJRUVRPHRQHLW·VSUREDEO\ULJKWRQ
for a reason. You might not know it right away, but trust your gut. You think with your
head all you want, but if your gut says VRPHWKLQJWRWDOO\GLIIHUHQWHYHQWXDOO\WKHJXWZLQVµ
0DWWMXVWODXJKHGDWWKHTXHVWLRQDQGVDLG´,GRQ·WKDYHDOLIHSKLORVRSK\-XVWKDYHIXQ
QRZµ
The responses from the participants which aimed to describe an overall worldview
are examples of how individuals narrate their lives so that the past makes sense to them.
The participants actively reflected on their past experiences, noted a common theme that
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ran throughout their biographical histories, and constructed a narrative (albeit a short one)
that attempted to create a cohesive sense of the past. As well, the respondents then use this
FRQFHSWWKDW´WKHZRUOGDOZD\VFKDQJHVµWRH[SODLQZKDWWRH[SHFWIURPWKHIXWXUH
The youngest participants all constructed similar narratives that described the world
as constantly changing, where the two oldest respondents differed. The commonality within
the narratives is noteworthy, but the explanations of why this is can be only speculative.
Perhaps younger age in general contributes to a life that seems to change all the time. As
one ages life may seem to settle down. It is also possible that such commonality is merely
coincidental within such a small sample. Perhaps the younger participants are responding to
the very conditions of postmodernity that have been highlighted here. This could be
H[SODLQHGE\DWWULEXWLQJLQGLYLGXDOV·ZRUOGYLHZVWRIXQGDPHQWDOGLVFRXUVHVRIWKHLU
particular society. Thus, it could be that the younger participants have been socialized into a
kind of postmodern, post-industrial society, which is characterized by much more rapid
change than earlier eras.
Within the discussion about how individuals perceive of their identities, describe
their identities, and explain their worldviews, narrative has served a vehicle to communicate
these ideas. As time continues, an individual's sense of self continues to remember the past,
incorporate the present and imagine the future. All of this bears upon an individual's sense
of identity and place in the world. As well as the varying social discourses of the time,
individuals' sense of identity is also influenced by subtle social discourses that classify
individuals before birth. Gender and race are two, out of numerous, aspects of social
location which contribute to an individual's concept of identity. The next section discusses
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the findings from both a gendered and racial perspective in order to further explore how
issues of social location may affect the kinds of tattoos individuals choose and which aspects
of the self are viewed as salient to an individual's identity.

Gender and Racial Analysis
7KHDQDO\VLVRIWKHILQGLQJVIURPDJHQGHUSHUVSHFWLYHVHSDUDWHWKHVWXG\·VWZRPDMRU
DUHDVRILQWHUHVWWDWWRRV·V\PEROLVPDQGLQGLYLGXDOV·SHUFHSWLRQVRIWKHLULGHQWLWLHVLQFOXGLQJ
how they describe their identities. By distinguishing the themes we can look to see if there
were differences in the data between the male and female respondents. Using this gendered
angle, it is necessary to keep in mind the relative discrepancy between the number of
females and males that participated in the study. Jonah is also a unique case that is
significant for this analysis because he only has one tattoo, which obviously limits the kinds
of meaning ascribed to it.
The two largest variations within the categories of tattRRV·V\PEROLVPZHUH¶QRWH-toVHOI·DQG¶LPSRUWDQWSODFHV·,QERWKFDWHJRULHVIHPDOHVZHUHPRUHOLNHO\WRKDYHWDWWRRVWKDW
prompted a particular philosophy to live by or tattoos that were representative of specific
places.3 Within the categories that the participants used to describe their identities there was
very little difference between and within the gendered groups. However, after looking at the
data through a gendered lens such findings showed that the men in this study were highly
unlikely to describe their identity using concepts that referred to their physical attributes or
sexuality.

3

See appendix iii and iv for gender analysis
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It may be possible to interpret this data by understanding that in general those
members of the dominant group (in the U.S. that is white, heterosexual, males) do not often
encounter challenges or prejudices toward these aspects of their identity. Thus, they are less
aware of the social implications of these particular features of their social location and do
not interpret them as salient aspects of identity. On the other hand, marginalized groups (in
the U.S. those are females, non-whites, and homo-, bi-, or trans- sexuals) experience social
challenges manifested through prejudice and acts of discrimination. Because such aspects of
their identity are brought to bear on everyday life and interactions with the dominant
discourse, those members of marginalized groups may be more inclined to see their race,
gender, and sexual preference as highly salient.
Peoples marginalized by race echo this same idea. Out of all the participants in this
VWXG\6WDF\ZDVWKHRQO\SHUVRQWRXVHWKHZRUG¶EODFN·WRGHVFULEHKHULGHQWLW\6KHDOVR
ZDVWKHRQO\SHUVRQWRXVHWKHZRUG¶ZRPDQ·RUUHIHUWRKHUJHQGHUDWDOOLQKHUGHVFULSWLRQ
It should be noted that the non-white participants in the study represent a small portion of
the sample and they were both women.
Within the categories used to describe identity, the major variations were in
¶SHUVRQDOLQWHUHVWV·¶SHUVRQDOLW\·DQG¶UHODWLQJWRRWKHUV·+RZHYHUWKHVHGRQRWDSSHDUWo be
significant differences. Both Stacy and Nikki, as well as Alicia and Jonah, used personal
interests to describe their identities. Stacy and Nikki used personality traits. So did, Alicia,
Chelsea, and Jonah. Neither Stacy nor Nikki used how they relate to others to describe their
identity.
In regard to the differences between the white and Black respondents within the
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FDWHJRULHVXVHGWRGHVFULEHWDWWRR·VV\PEROLVPWKHUHZDVYHU\OLWWOHYDULDWLRQ7KHVDPH
NLQGVRIPHDQLQJVEHKLQGZKLWHV·WDWWRRVZHUHIRXQGLQERWKRIWKH%ODFNSDUWLFLSDQWV·WDWWRR
meanings as well. However, the Black respondents were less likely to have tattoos that were
V\PEROLFRI¶3DVWHYHQWV·DQG¶SHRSOH·4
As noted, the racial variation within the sample should be taken into account
UHJDUGLQJWKHDQDO\VLV7KHODFNRIYDULDWLRQDPRQJWDWWRRV·V\PEROLVPFRXOGEHH[SODLQHG
by the relatively small sample of Black participants. The similarities may also be explained
E\RWKHUIDFWRUV7KRXJKWKHSDUWLFLSDQWV·VRFLDOFODVVORFDWLRns were not specifically
determined, both of the Black respondents are college-educated and probably well within
the middle-class range. Despite racial differences, the fact that, in this study, the Black
participants were similar in class to their white counterparts may account for the similarity
in the kinds of tattoos they had. Across classes, it is likely that there would be a greater
variation in the kind and meaning of tattoos. Noting the limitations of this research is
important not only to adding to the academic discourse, but also to contributing to better
research in the future. With that in mind, the discussion turns to further limitations of this
study and implications for future study.

4

See appendix v and vi for racial analyses
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Section 7: Limitations and Implications for Future Research
This study had several features which limit its generalizability. The sample of
participants does not cover a wide range of ages, races, ethnicities, and sexual orientations.
Of particular concern is that social class was not a factor I specifically questioned the
participants about during the interview. In future research the issue of class cannot be over
looked. Indeed, the historical section of this thesis showed how important class was in terms
of the people who got tattoos, as well as the meanings attached to them. Moreover, even
though tattooing today crosses the boundaries of class, race, ethnicity, gender and sexual
orientation, future research should investigate more carefully whether the tattoos of people
in these diverse social locations reflect different life experiences and different expressions of
self.
Clearly, sociological research has highlighted how all of these social locations are
significant to an individual's sense of self. They affect the life chances of people and include
significant cultural meanings. The ubiquity of tattoos across these boundaries are, in part,
due to the fact that tattoos are relatively inexpensive forms of self-expression. Indeed one
participant in this study alluded to differences between those individuals who can afford to
get tattoos whenever they want (such as famous athletes and rock stars) and those who have
WRVDYHXSIRUERG\ZRUN7KHGLIIHUHQFHKHVDLGZDVWKDWULFKSHRSOH·VWDWWRRVGRQRW
have the same stories behind them. Such issues need to be further explored. Consequently,
more attention to diverse social locations and the intersections between them would
enhance this study. In light of the postmodern concerns, future studies also need to consider
WKH´GLJLWDOGLYLGHµRUXQHTXDODFFHVVWR technology.
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While several of the participants were not originally from New Orleans, the
geographical area from which I collected my sample is also limited and, therefore, cannot be
generalized to the larger United States. Historically, there is evidence that tattoos tend to be
more popular in cities than in suburban communities. Data from a suburban sample may
show an overall decrease in the frequency of tattoos, greater social stigma attached to
tattoos and/or stricter policies regarding the business of tattooing.
More study is needed in order to supply a more unified definition of the concept of
identity. The sample drawn for this kind of study would benefit from an immense diversity
of international and transnational cultures. Given the increasing numbers of people
migrating internationally today - especially from less industrially developed countries - a
study of recent immigrants might reveal different uses of tattoos. It would be revealing to
do a study whose single intent would be to collect the numerous ways in which individuals
attempt to define their identities. Even more revealing would be the possible overlays
among differing cultures. Common methods of description could be highlighted in order to
better establish a general consensus about the primary aspects individuals use to express the
concept of identity.
Some of the findings within the gender analysis suggest that individuals within the
dominant population enjoy a certain privilege that allows them to view aspects such as race,
gender, and sexuality as irrelevant to their identity. On the other hand, like Stacy and
Chelsea, future study may find that individuals within minority groups not only tend to
view their minority status as more salient to identity, but also may get tattoos specifically
representative of features of their social location. Therefore, an informative future study
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attempting to discern how individuals perceive of their identities would include an analysis
that not only looked at differences between class, gender, race, and sexuality, but also
looked for a possible relationship between an individual's social location (either dominant or
marginal) and which features of identity tend to be viewed as more salient than others.
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Section 8: Conclusion
This study has highlighted theoretical claims that suggest that identity construction is
an increasingly difficult struggle for individuals living in postmodernity primarily due to
highly advanced communication technologies; the most fundamental effect of such
technologies is that they are capable of broadcasting and transferring numerous and
conflicting social discourses on a global scale. Even in modernity, the self was more
fragmented as compared to the premodern era when most individuals were socialized into
strong, local social norms, which were well preserved through traditional rites and rituals. In
such premodern societies, ascribed statuses and a kind of ethnocentric orientation kept
LQGLYLGXDOV·LGHQWLWLHVZLWKLQDIDLUO\QDUURZSDWKRIRSWLRQV:KLOHWhe rise of modernity
broke many of these local, community ties and increased the options open to individuals,
the effects of the postmodern technologies have multiplied enormously these options. Not
only do these new technologies saturate the self with multiple messages that are often
competing and conflicting, but also they further fragment the self through this process.
This study has explored these concerns about identity construction in postmodernity
by examining bodywork and specifically tattoos as possible anchors for the self. Having
said that, this study both buttresses and argues against views of self fragmentation in
postmodernity. The desire for permanent record-keeping via tattooing, plus the statements
made by some of the respondents suggest that individuals are indeed experiencing
postmodern conditions as laid out by Kenneth Gergen, specifically his theory of the
saturated self. Even so, the participants in the study also show that, over time, identity has
the potential to become more stable (or alternatively that older respondents have different
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perceptions about these issues). Moreover, while such postmodern conditions contribute to
the experience of saturated identities, individuals are using creative methods of solidifying a
sense of self.
The supposed struggle to construct a solid sense of identity in contemporary society
has not been found in this study. The individuals I spoke with do not describe a life long
struggle in the process of determining personal identity. Rather the participants in this study
agree that it is normal to experience a range of varying identities. Moreover, individuals
who do experience a multiplicity of identities tend to refer to this as a positive trait. So,
while the postmodern concern is a valid one, this study suggests that individuals are creative
in narrating a self that does relate to culture in a coherent way.
In conjunction with the current literature tackling the issues of bodywork, I believe
the research conducted here makes a solid argument for the tendency for tattoos to serve as
a creative method to help solidify various and often conflicting aspects of personality.
However, it is also worth noting that it is a highly selective form of remembering and also
could be considered a form of selective forgetfulness, for it excludes perceptions of the self
that the subject does not wish to incorporate into that story.
A final point is that despite identity being an enormously complex concept, I believe
that by understanding identity as a narrative it may be possible to bridge the conflict
between the modernist and postmodernist view of identity or the existence of a core self. In
this study I have made the case for the idea that humans experience time both
chronologically and phenomenologically. In light of this it appears that there exists a
WKHRUHWLFDOUHODWLRQVKLSEHWZHHQWKHKXPDQH[SHULHQFHRIWLPHDQG*+0HDG·VWKHRU\RI
101

the pluralistic nature of human consciousness. To reiterate, the "I" is the person as actor,
acting in the world, while thH´PHµLVWKHLQGLYLGXDOUHIOHFWLQJEDFNRQKLPVHOIRUKHUVHOIDV
imagined through the eyes of others. ,VXEPLWWKHDUJXPHQWWKDW0HDG·V´PHµH[SHULHQFHV
time phenomenologically through actively reflecting upon past and future social
interactions. SimultanHRXVO\WKH´,µH[SHULHQFHVWLPHFKURQRORJLFDOO\DVSUHVHQW
H[SHULHQFHVXQIROG7KHDFWRIQDUUDWLQJHQFRPSDVVHVERWKWKHDFWLRQVRIWKH´,µDQGWKH
UHIOHFWLRQVRIWKH´PHµ
The act of narrating also allows for the story to change over time. Importantly, the
identities of social actors need not cohere across time. If we acknowledge this aspect of the
narrative theory we are able to account for the postmodern concept that the self has no core,
but that what we call identity is the manifestation of an array of social discourses. Because
postmodernity entails rapid social change, the increasing influx of competing discourses and
messages, and the availability of massive amounts of information, we also have to
DFNQRZOHGJHWKDWDQLQGLYLGXDO·VFRQFHSWLRQRIKis or her identity³likes, dislikes, interests,
perhaps worldviews and life philosophies³would in all likelihood experience a great deal of
FKDQJHLQD¶SRVWPRGHUQ·HUDDQGWKHUHIRUHPD\QHHGDGGLWLRQDODQFKRUVIRUWKHVHOI
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Appendices
Appendix i: Code table
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Appendix ii: Interview Schedule
Can you remember your first tattoo? Would you describe that event?
Tell me a bit about how you decided to get your tattoos and what they mean for you.
Please tell a bit about the significance of the location of your tattoos.
How do your tattoos help you remember things from the past?
If so, what kinds of things?
How do you think your tattoos help to define your identity?
If not, what does define your identity?
Do you have more than one identity?
How do they shift? What changes? Dress, talk, attitude?
Are some tattoos more personal than others?
Are some of your tattoos just for yourself?
Are some of your tattoos gotten specifically to make a statement to society?
Do you think society is generally accepting of people with tattoos?
Are there any tattoos that you regret or would like removed?
How would you describe your identity to someone else?
:RXOG\RXGHVFULEH\RXUVHOIDV´WUDGLWLRQDOµ"
If you have a life philosophy what would that be?
:KDWZDVWKHJUHDWHVWOHVVRQ\RX·YHOHDUQHGVRIDULQ\RXUOLIH"
,VWKHUHDQ\WKLQJZHGLGQ·WGLVFXVVLQWKHLQWHUview that you would like to talk about
now?
Do you have any questions for me?
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Appendix iii: Analysis of Tattoo Symbolism by Gender
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Appendix iv: Analysis of Describing Identity by Gender
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Appendix v: Analysis of Tattoo Symbolism by Race
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Appendix vi: Analysis of Describing Identity by Race
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